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NANOODLE 
SNAGGLEBOTTOM 


THIS STORY IS a little bit different from other 
stories. Usually stories are about other people but 
this story is about you. And usually stories are made 
up but this story is all true. It’s about all the amazing 
things you did today, all that climbing and jumping 
and meeting an alien! 


I know what you’re thinking: you're thinking: I 
didn’t meet an alien today | 


Oh yes you did! You just can’t remember because 
you got a bonk o n the head which made you forget 
all about it. 


Let me tell you what happened. 


We were going to cook dinner but we’d run out of 
potatoes. “Don’t worry,” you said. “I know where to 
get potatoes.” And off you went to the woods. 
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When you got to the woods, you climbed that really 
big tree because you thought it was a potato tree. 


Sometimes you can be a little bit silly, but that’s 
OK — we still love you. 


So you climbed that tree, the biggest tree in the 
woods. You know the one I mean. Up and up you 
went, higher and higher and upper and upper, until 
you'd climbed right up above the clouds. Then you 
looked out from the top branches and all you could 
see were clouds in every direction, like a big ocean of 
clouds and not a potato in sight. 


It was then that you started to think, Hmmm, 
maybe potatoes don't grow on trees after all. 


And then for some reason you started to laugh.“Ha!” 
you said. 


Then you said, “Ha ha!” 
Then you said, “Ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha 
ha ha ha ha ha ha! I don’t know why ... ha ha ... I’m 


laughing. There’s nothing ... ha ha ... funny up here.” 


“It’s the oxygen,” said a voice. 


“What oxygen?” you asked. 


“Trees make oxygen,” said the voice. “You're right 
at the top of this tree, the biggest in the woods, so 
there’s a lot of oxygen up here. Breathing in oxygen 
makes you feel happy and that’s why you're laugh- 


” 


ing. 


“Oh,” you said. And then you thought, Where is 
that voice coming from? 


“You're probably wondering where this voice is 
coming from, aren’t you?” said the voice. 


“Well, yes I am, actually,” you replied. 
“Look up,” said the voice. 


So you looked up and there, hovering silently just 
above your head, was a flying saucer! 


And inside the cockpit was a dog! 


“Blinkin’ Nora!” you said. “It’s a dog in a flying 
saucer!” 


“I’m not a dog,” said the dog that wasn’t a dog. “I’m 
an alien. 
Grrrr.” 


“You look like a dog,” you said, “and you growl like 


one.” “You look like a globbleplop,” said the alien. 
“A globbleplop?” you said. “What's a globbleplop?” 


“Tt’s something we have on my planet. We throw 
sticks and globbleplops fetch them.” 


“You mean to say on your planet you keep children 
as pets?” you asked. 


“They’re not children,” said the alien. “They’re glob- 
bleplops.” “Whatever,” you said. “What are you doing 
here, anyway?” “I’m observing your planet,” the alien 
replied. “Observing it? Why?” 


“That information is top secret. What are you doing 
here?” 


“That information is also top secret,” you said, “and 
I ain’t gonna tell ya.” 


Well, that alien didn’t look very happy at all. Maybe 
it was because he was a nosy sort of alien and he really 
wanted to know why you had climbed that great big 
tree. Or maybe he just didn’t like children who said 
things like “I ain’t gonna tell ya.” Whatever the reason, 
after a bit of the old silent treatment, he eventually 
said, “Oh, very well. I'll give you a ride in my flying 


saucer if you agree to tell me why you climbed that 
big tree.” 


“Wow!” you said. “A ride in a flying saucer! It’s 
a deal!” 


So you climbed into the passenger seat and the 
flying saucer flew up into the sky. Higher and higher 
it went, so high that all the people on the Earth below 
looked like little ants and the ants didn’t look like 
anything because you couldn’t see them at all. And 
still you went higher and higher and upper and upper 
until you were so high you were in space. 


“Jiminy Cricket!” you said. “We're in space!” 


“Space is nothing,” said the alien. “I go into space 
all the time. Why, I go into space every morning just 
to buy a newspaper. My name is Nanoodle Snaggle- 
bottom by the way, but you can call me Nanoo for 
short. What’s your name?” 


“That’s top secret information,” you said, “and I 
ain’t gonna tell ya.” 


“Geez Louise,” said Nanoo. “What an annoying 
kid.” 


Then Nanoo pointed the flying saucer at the Moon 
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and in no time at all you'd la nded on the Moon’s 
dusty surface. 
“Wow. I’m actually on the Moon.” 


“That’s right, kid,” Nanoo said. “Why don’t you go 
and explore? But don’t forget to wear a space suit. 
There’s no air here. No atmosphere at all. There’s a 
bar over on the dark side where they have live music 
on the weekend. That place has plenty of atmosphere. 
But here there’s none at all.” 


You didn’t really know what Nanoo was talking 
about but you put on a space suit anyway and went 
off to explore. 


The first thing you noticed was you could jump 
really high on the Moon. That’s because the Moon is 
smaller than the Earth so there’s less gravity. Gravity 
is the stuff that pulls you down to the ground and 
stops you from floating away. With less gravity, you 
could jump really high. 


“Wheeeee!” you shouted as you leaped over a hill. 
“This is fun.” After a while you got tired of all that 
leaping about so you headed back to the flying saucer. 
When you got back, Nanoo couldn’t see you because 
he was looking the other way and you heard him 
speaking on his communicator. 


“No, sir, I didn’t see any mungles. That is correct, 
sir. As far as I can see, there are no horrible, danger- 
ous, nasty mungles on Planet Earth and it is perfectly 
safe to invade. Over and out.” 


Invade! These aliens were going to invade our 
planet! But what could you, a little child, do to stop 
them? 


“Hi, Nanoo,” you said. “I want to go home now. |’m 
late for dinner.” 


So Nanoo started up the flying saucer and off you 
flew back towards Earth. 


On the way, Nanoo asked you, “So how did you like 
the Moon?” 


“Tt was OK,” you answered. “But it was dead.” 


“Yes, that’s true,” Nanoo said. “It’s pretty dead all 
right. I should have taken you to the bar on the dark 
side. That place has plenty of life, especially on the 
weekend.” 


“Nanoo, what’s a mungle?” 


“Hey!” said Nanoo. “You’ve been listening to my 
private conversations. That’s top secret information. 
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Which reminds me, now that I’ve taken you for a ride 
in my flying saucer, don’t forget you have to tell me 
why you were climbing that tree. ” 


“Fair enough,” you said. “A deal’s a deal. I was climb- 
ing that tree to look for potatoes. You see, we were 
going to have dinner but we’d run out of potatoes and 
I thought that maybe that big tree was a potato tree 
so I thought if I climbed it I might find some.” 


“What’s a potato?” asked Nanoo. 


“You don’t know what a potato is? Wow, you're 
quite stupid for an alien.” 


“Don’t call me stupid,” growled Nanoo. “Geez 
Louise, what an annoying kid. You don’t even know 
what a mungle is.” “Fair enough,” you replied. “I’m 
sorry I called you stupid.” 


Nanoo wagged his tail and smiled. “Apology ac- 
cepted. Maybe you’re not such a bad kid after all.” 


“Hey, Nanoo. Co uld you do me a favour? Before 
you take me home, could we stop at the shop so I can 
buy some potatoes? If I go home now without any 
potatoes, I think everyone will be really disappointed. 
Pleeeeeeease?” 


“OK,” said Nanoo. “As you're being so polite, I'll 
take you to the shop first.” 


So you flew back down towards the Earth and the 
people still looked like ants because you were so far 
away, and the ants didn’t look like anything because 
you couldn't see them at all. But then as you got closer 
and closer, the people looked like people and the ants 
looked like ants, which is how it should be, and Nanoo 
stopped the flying saucer outside the shop. 


“IT won’t be a moment,” you said, and you ran into 
the shop while Nanoo waited for you. 


Two minutes later you came out with a shopping 
bag to find that Nanoo was having an argument with 
a traffic warden. 

“Oi,” said the traffic warden. “You can’t park here. 
Those are double yellow lines.” 


“But I’m not parked here, am I?” said Nanoo. “Look, 
I’m floating above the road, and if I’m not touching 
the road, then I’m not parked on the road, am I?” 


The traffic warden looked under the flying saucer 
and could see that it really was floating a few inches 
above the road. He looked puzzled and scratched his 
head. “Oh, er, let me see,” sai d the traffic warden, and 


he got out a book of rules and regulations and started 
flicking through the pages. 


“OK, Nanoo,” you said. “I got the shopping. You can 
take me home now.” 


You jumped in the flying saucer and it flew away, 
leaving the traffic warden still scratching his head. 


When the saucer stopped outside our house, you 
jumped out and turned to Nanoo. 


“Before you go, Nanoo, | want to give you these,” 
you said, pulling out a small packet from the shop- 
ping bag. “They’re doggy treats. I bought them fo r you 
because you've been so nice to me, taking me to the 
Moon and all.” 


“Doggy treats?” said Nanoo. “I’m not a dog. I’m an 
alien. How many times do I have to tell you? Geez 
Louise, what an annoying kid you are.” 


But then when you opened the packet and offered 
him a treat, he said, “Oooh! An ickletick! I love ick- 
leticks!” And he sat up, raised his paws, and wagged 
his tail. “Yum yum!” he said, eating one treat after 
another. “Delicious! Thanks kid. You’re not so bad 
after all.” 
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“Do you want to try a potato?” you asked. “Maybe 
you'll like it too.” 


“T don’t know what a potato is,” Nanoo said, “but 
sure, I'll try one.” 


You took out a potato and gave it to Nanoo, but in- 
stead of eating it, he just turned white and screamed, 
“Agh! Mungles! Horrible, nasty, dangerous mungles!” 


And he started up the flying saucer and roared 
away as fast as he could go. As the saucer flew away, 
you could hear him screaming on his communicator: 
“Nanoo to base! Nanoo to base! The humans have 
mungles! Horrible, nasty, dangerous mungles! Cancel 
the invasion! I repeat, cancel the invasion!” 


And with that, the saucer disappeared into the 
clouds and you never saw Nanoo again. 


So, you thought, potatoes are mungles. And Earth is 
safe. All thanks to me! 


And then you turned around to go into the house, 
thinking to yourself: [don’t know why they're so scared 
of potatoes. What's dangerous about a potato? They're 
pretty harmless things if you ask me. 


But just then a potato fell out of the sky (it was the 
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one you'd given to Nanoo) and hit you on the head 
and it made you forget everything that happened, so 
now you can’t remember anything about it, can you? 


Whether you believe it or not, on behalf of every- 
body on Earth I would like to take this opportunity to 
say thank you, thank you very very much, for saving 


the human race. 


Three cheers for you! Hip hip ... 
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MEAN MEAN 
MONKEYS 


"Oh look at this, will you? It's unbelievable, but 
true," Tania sang, as she ran around the wide open 
mountaintop meadow encircled by lush green pine 
trees. Sonia pranced behind her, waving a small tree 
branch she had picked up on the trek and had been 
using as a hiking stick. 


Mama's delighted laugh chimed through the air, as 
Papa lay flat on his back on the smooth sprawling 
grass-covered undulating ground, inhaling the cool 
pine-scented mountain air. 


Several patches of white daisies danced in the 
gentle breeze. Brightly colored butterflies with exotic 
patterns flitted between sporadic flowering bushes, a 
couple of them engaging in a lively graceful dance. 


Panting, Sonia plonked down next to Papa and 
rested her head on his leg. "Papa, you're bleeding," 
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Sonia gasped, pointing at a spot on his track pants 
under his knees. 


Tania dashed over to see what the commotion was 
all about. Papa sat up to check his leg, and burst out 
laughing. "That's not blood, Sonia." He pinched her 
cheeks. "Come, look closely. What do you see?" 


Sonia and Tania peered at the red spot. "It's a lady- 
bug!" They exclaimed in unison. 


"What a beautiful deep shade of red it is, just like a 
drop of fresh blood. It's beautiful." Tania sighed, while 
Sonia continued to gaze at it mesmerized. 


"There are loads of them all over the place," Mama 
remarked from a few feet away. "Look carefully at the 
grass, and you'll find that it's teeming with life. Bugs, 
flies, moths, strawberries, and whatnot." 


"Strawberries!" Sonia smacked her lips. "Where, 
where?" Her eyes darted around. 


Tania laughed and walked over to where Mama was 
pointing. She bent down to examine the little red fruit 
smaller than a cherry seed. "This is a strawberry?" Her 
eyebrows furrowed in confusion. 
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"It's so tiny," Sonia squealed. "Are you sure it's a 
strawberry?" She frowned skeptically. 


"Yes," Mama smiled. "It's a wild strawberry. Fruits 
in the wild are usually much smaller than we see in 
our markets. It takes years of cultivation and seed 
selection to get the large fruits we buy." 


"Are these poisonous?" Tania asked, looking warily 
at a strawberry she had plucked. 


"No," Papa clapped her back and bit into one he 
had picked. 


"Yay! So we can eat them." Sonia's eyes sparkled as 
she bit into one, but then her nose scrunched up in 
disgust. "Pooh, these are tasteless," she spat. 


"They're wild," Mama shrugged. 

Tania, on the verge of popping a strawberry into 
her mouth, stopped. "Never mind. I think I'll stick to 
cultivated strawberries from Mahabaleshwar and let 


these decorate the hillside. 


"Are you girls hungry?" Mama asked, fingering her 
backpack in search of the zipper. 
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"No, but can we go explore this place?" Sonia 
pleaded. 


Mama and Papa exchanged glances and nodded. 
"Sure," Mama said, "but don't wander off too far." 


"And be back in an hour." Papa added. "It's already 
3:30, and we need to get back before sunset." 


Tania nodded, remembering some of the narrow 
steep sections of the path they had hiked to reach 
the meadow. A few other sections had been covered 
in loose dry leaves and would prove tricky downhill. 
Besides, an unfamiliar forest would not be safe in 
the dark. "Yes, Papa, we'll be back in an hour," she 
promised. 


Mama yawned and stretched. Then she rummaged 
through her backpack, took out her Kindle, and re- 
sumed reading a mystery story she had begun the 
previous night, while Papa snoozed in the mild after- 
noon sun. 


Tania and Sonia ran off to explore the forest beyond 
the meadow. They walked up to the ring of pines bor- 
dering the meadow and peered through them to get 
a glimpse of what lay beyond. But the trees blocked 
their view. So they followed a path under the thicket 
of pines. After a couple of minutes, they emerged into 
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another clearing. This was flatter than the meadow 
where Mama and Papa were resting, and the girls 
agreed that it was the perfect spot to play Frisbee. 


Tania was about to take out her little silicone Fris- 
bee from her backpack when she heard Sonia shout- 
ing, "Look Tania, look at that. What could it be?" 


Tania spun around to look in the direction Sonia 
was pointing. At the opposite end of the clearing stood 
a small stone hut with a pointed roof. The girls looked 
at each other in excitement and dashed towards it. 


"What is this, Tania?" Sonia asked in awe of the 
structure. The slanting tin roof extended several feet 
beyond the hut in every direction, thus covering a 
crumbling stone patio. Behind a long wooden bench, 
the doors were shut tight. 


"T don't know," Tania murmured, intrigued by some 
intricate carvings on the door. She walked towards it, 
wondering if she could force it open, but just then, 
a monkey jumped out of some neighboring trees and 
startled her. Tania had once had an unpleasant en- 
counter with monkeys during her visit to the Hima- 
layan hill station of Nainital. Frightened, she backed 
away. 


Emboldened, the monkey began to snarl and hiss. 
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Two more monkeys started approaching from a dis- 
tance. Sonia gripped Tania's arm with one hand. Panic 
threatened to engulf Tania, but she took a deep breath 
to calm herself. She was the older sister. So, she 
would have to figure out a way out of this. Sonia was 
depending on her. 


Tania looked around trying to figure out what to 
do. The two monkeys, initially at a distance, were 
rapidly closing in. Who knew how many more would 
follow. Then Tania noticed that Sonia was clutching 
her hiking stick in her other hand. That gave Tania 
an idea. 


She took the stick from Sonia and banged it on 
the ground. The monkeys seemed to hesitate. Tania 
wanted to run away as fast as she could, but she re- 
called Papa's advice; not to show fear or turn her back 
in such a situation. She slowly backed away from the 
monkeys, always looking straight at them and period- 
ically banging her stick. The monkeys did not come 
any Closer to them, and then after a few minutes, they 
dispersed back into the trees. 


Once the girls had put enough distance between 
themselves and the monkeys, they ran over to Mama 
and Papa as fast as they could. Panting and wheezing, 
they collapsed on the grass. Mama waited for them 
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to catch their breath before asking, "What happened 
Tania? Are either of you hurt?" 


"No, Mama," Tania replied and told her what had 
happened. 


"Mean monkeys," Sonia chimed in several times. 
"Mean beastly monkeys," she added as Tania finished. 
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HILLARY AND 
PEANOT: A GHOSTLY 
ADVENTURE 


In the charming town of Willowdale, where the 
streets were lined with cobblestones and the houses 
wore coats of ivy, there lived a little girl named Hillary. 
With a twinkle in her eye and a heart full of courage, 
Hillary was always on the lookout for adventure. 


But Hillary wasn't alone in her adventures. She had 
a secret friend — a ghost named Peanut. Peanut had 
been with Hillary ever since she was a baby, invisible 
to everyone else but always there to offer a comfort- 
ing presence and a mischievous smile. 


As Hillary grew older, she and Peanut became in- 
separable. Together, they explored the hidden corners 
of Willowdale, uncovering mysteries and chasing after 
dreams. 
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One sunny afternoon, as Hillary played in her back- 
yard, she heard a strange noise coming from the old, 
creaky house next door. Curiosity piqued, she crept 
closer, her heart racing with excitement. 


Inside the house, Hillary discovered her mom, 
trapped by a group of evil monsters with glowing eyes 
and sharp claws. Without hesitation, Hillary called 
out to Peanut for help. 


With a flicker and a shimmer, Peanut appeared be- 
side her, ready to lend a ghostly hand. But they both 
knew they couldn't face the monsters alone. They 
needed help — and fast. 


Just then, Hillary's superhero uncle Kyle swooped 
in, his cape billowing in the wind. With a mighty leap, 
he joined Hillary and Peanut, ready to take on the 
monsters and rescue her mom. 


Together, the trio battled the monsters with cour- 
age and determination. Uncle Kyle unleashed his super 
strength, Peanut used his ghostly powers to confuse 
the creatures, and Hillary wielded her quick wit and 
bravery like a shield. 


But just as they were on the brink of victory, the 
monsters unleashed their most powerful weapon — a 
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swirling vortex of darkness that threatened to engulf 
them all. 


With no time to spare, Hillary and Peanut joined 
hands and summoned all their strength. With a burst 
of light, they banished the darkness and sent the 
monsters fleeing into the shadows. 


As the dust settled and her mom was safely reu- 
nited with her, Hillary couldn't help but wonder about 
Peanut. Who was he, really? And why had he chosen 
to be her friend? 


It was then that Uncle Kyle revealed the truth — 
Peanut wasn't just a ghost. He was Hillary's older 
brother, who had passed away before she was born. 


Tears welled up in Hillary's eyes as she realized the 
truth. Peanut had always been there for her, watching 
over her and guiding her through life's ups and downs. 


With a bittersweet smile, Hillary hugged Peanut 
tightly, grateful for the love and protection he had 
given her all these years. And as they watched the 
sun set over the horizon, Hillary knew that no matter 
what challenges lay ahead, she would always have her 
brave brother Peanut by her side. 


From that day on, Hillary, Uncle Kyle, and Peanut 
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continued to have many more adventures together, 
each one more thrilling than the last. And though 
Peanut may have started as a ghostly presence, he 
had become so much more — he was Hillary's guard- 
ian angel, her steadfast companion, and her beloved 
brother, forever watching over her with a love that 
transcended even death itself. 


As they journeyed through Willowdale and beyond, 
Hillary and Peanut's bond only grew stronger, proving 
that with courage, love, and a touch of magic, any- 
thing was possible in this enchanting world of adven- 
ture and wonder. 


23 


SAVING MAGGIE 


In the picturesque town of Willowbrook, where 
the golden sunlight danced on cobblestone streets 
and laughter echoed through the vibrant community, 
there lived a young boy named Elliot. With his vibrant 
curiosity and kind heart, Elliot was adored by all who 
knew him. His days were filled with adventures, ex- 
ploring the meandering paths of the nearby woods 
and dreaming up fantastical tales. 


Among Elliot's many friends, there was one who 
held a special place in his heart — Maggie. Maggie was 
a gentle soul, her bright eyes brimming with warmth 
and kindness. She had a way of making everyone 
feel valued and cherished, and Elliot cherished their 
friendship dearly. 


One crisp autumn morning, as Elliot and Maggie 
made their way to school, a sense of unease settled 
in Elliot's chest. He couldn't quite put his finger on 
it, but there was something different about Maggie — 
a heaviness in her step, a sadness in her eyes that 
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hadn't been there before. Elliot's keen intuition told 
him that something was amiss, and he vowed to un- 
cover the truth. 


As the days passed, Elliot couldn't shake the feel- 
ing that Maggie was hiding something. She became 
increasingly withdrawn, her laughter fading into the 
background, replaced by a quiet melancholy that 
weighed heavily on Elliot's heart. And then there 
were the bruises — faint marks that peeked out from 
under Maggie's long sleeves and pants, disappearing 
as quickly as they appeared. 


At first, Elliot tried to ignore his growing concern, 
convincing himself that he was overthinking things. 
But as the bruises multiplied and Maggie's demeanor 
grew increasingly guarded, Elliot knew he couldn't 
stay silent any longer. He had to find out what was 
happening to his friend. 


One afternoon, during recess, Elliot found Maggie 
sitting alone on a bench, her gaze fixed on the ground. 
With a sense of determination burning in his chest, 
Elliot approached her, his heart pounding with appre- 
hension. 


"Maggie," Elliot began gently, "I've noticed that you 
haven't been yourself lately. Is everything okay? You 
can talk to me, you know." 
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Maggie looked up, her eyes filled with a mixture 
of sadness and relief. For a moment, she hesitated, as 
if unsure whether to confide in Elliot. But then, with 
a trembling voice, she began to open up, telling him 
about the pain and fear that haunted her at home. 


Elliot listened in stunned silence, his heart break- 
ing with each word. He couldn't believe that his sweet 
friend was suffering in silence, and he vowed to do 
whatever it took to help her. 


"Maggie," Elliot said, his voice trembling with emo- 
tion, "I'm so sorry you're going through this. But 
you're not alone, I promise. We'll figure out a way to 
keep you safe, no matter what." 


Together, Elliot and Maggie hatched a plan. They 
would confide in their teacher, Mrs. Jenkins, a trusted 
figure known for her kindness and compassion. The 
next day, during recess, Elliot and Maggie approached 
Mrs. Jenkins and poured their hearts out to her, tell- 
ing her everything. 


Mrs. Jenkins listened attentively, her expression 
grave and compassionate. She thanked Elliot and 
Maggie for their bravery and assured them that she 
would do everything in her power to help. She 
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promised to keep Maggie's secret safe and to find the 
help they needed to put an end to the abuse. 


True to her word, Mrs. Jenkins immediately con- 
tacted the authorities, and Maggie's parents were 
taken away for questioning. With the support of Mrs. 
Jenkins and the caring adults at school, Maggie was 
placed in a safe environment where she could heal 
and rebuild her life free from fear and abuse. 


In the weeks that followed, Maggie's bruises began 
to fade, and a smile returned to her face. She felt 
a sense of relief and gratitude for the friends and 
adults who had stood by her side during her darkest 
moments. 


As for Elliot, he learned an important lesson about 
the power of speaking up and seeking help when 
someone is in danger. He realized that by trusting his 
instincts and reaching out to a trusted adult, he had 
made a difference in Maggie's life. 


And so, with their friendship stronger than ever, 
Elliot and Maggie continued to explore the world 
around them, knowing that no matter what challenges 
they faced, they would always have each other's backs. 
And in Willowbrook, their story became a shining 
example of the importance of standing up for those 
in need and speaking out against injustice, inspiring 
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others to follow in their footsteps and lend a helping 
hand to those who needed it most. 
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THE SUBMARINE 
FULL OF BEES 


WHAT AN AMAZING day you had today, didn’t 
you? You must be very tired after your adventure with 
those bees. 


What? You don’t remember? 


It must have been that magic flower that made 
you forget. 


Let me tell you about it. 
We were going to have lunch and | asked you what 
kind of sandwich you wanted and you said a honey 
sandwich. But when we looked, we found we’d run out 


of honey. 


You said, “Don’t worry. I know where honey comes 
from.” 
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And off you went to the woods. 


When you got to the woods, you looked around for 
a bee hive because you knew that bees make honey, 
but you couldn't find one anywhere. 


After you'd walked around for a while, you got tired 
and sat down on a log. You were just sitting there, 
minding your own business and wondering if you’d 
ever find any honey when suddenly you heard some- 
thing crashing through the undergrowth and a voice 
crying, “Ow! Ow! Ow!” 


Then a bear appeared, followed by a great cloud 
of angry bees. 


“BUZZ!” went the bees. 
“Ow!” went the bear. 
“BUZZ BUZZ BUZZ!” went the bees. 
“Ow! Ow! Ow!” went the bear. 
And then that bear just ran straight past you with- 
out even so much as a “Good day” and disappeared 


into the woods closely followed by those angry, 
buzzing bees. 
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Hmmm, you thought. I wonder what that was all 
about. 


You sat there for a while thinking about that bear 
and those bees. 


And then you had an idea. 


I know , you thought. Maybe they're having a race. 
Maybe it’s sports day in the woods and it’s bees against 
bears. 


Then you thought some more and then you had 
another idea. 


I know , you thought. Maybe those bees were lost 
and they asked that bear for directions to the nearest 
Post Office and the bear is leading them there. 


All of asudden ... Nothing happened! 

So you just carried on sitting there on that log, 
thinking and thinking and thinking, until you had an- 
other idea. And this one was your best one yet. 

I know, you thought. Those bees are angry and 


they're chasing that bear, and that bear is running away 
from those angry, buzzing bees. 
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After thinking some more, you had yet another 
brilliant idea. 


I bet that bear was looking for honey just like Iam, 
and he found a bee hive and he tried to steal that honey, 
so all those bees got angry and chased him away. 


And then you had another brilliant idea, even more 
brilliant than the one before, the most brilliant idea 
of them all. 


Why, that hive must be empty now because all the 
bees are out chasing that bear. If I follow the direction 
where that bear came from, I might find that hive and 
I can take as much honey as I want without getting 
stung. 


After all that thinking, your brain was feeling quite 
sore, so then you thought, That’s enough thinking. 
Now it’s time for action. 


And you jumped up and started off in the direction 
where that bear had come from. And sure enough, 
after you’d gone not very far at all, you saw a hole in 
a tree and there was some sticky yellow stuff dripping 
from it. 


“Honey!” you shouted. “I’ve found the hive!” 
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You went up to the hole and you put in your hand, 
feeling around for the honey. 


“T say!” said a posh voice. “You there. The human 
child with the funny nose. What are you up to?” 


You looked up and there, hovering right in front of 
your funny nose, was the Queen Bee, complete with a 
crown and sceptre. 


“Are you trying to steal my honey, what?” she 
asked. 


“Oh, um, no, not at all,” you spluttered, quickly 
taking your hand out of the hole. 


“Tm the Queen, don’t cha know, so please address 


>” 


me as ‘Your Highness’. 


“Sorry, Your Highness. | wasn’t trying to steal your 
honey, honest I wasn’t.” 


“So what were you doing with your hand up my 
hive hole?” asked the Queen suspiciously. 


“Oh. That ... | was, um, I was just, um ...” But you 
didn’t know what to say. 
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“Never mind,” said the Queen. “I’ve got a job for 
you, don’t cha know. Can you steer a submarine?” 


“T, um, I think so,” you replied. “Why do you ask, 
Your Highness?” 


“Because,” said the Queen, “I’m taking my royal 
submarine on an underwater expedition. Unfortu- 
nately most of my bees have gone to the Post Office 
to post a letter, so I only have Boris, Boris, Boris and 
Boris here to help me.” She pointed to four bees sit- 
ting on a branch nearby, and they waved at you in a 
friendly way. “It takes six crew members to operate a 
submarine as I’m sure you know, so we're one short. If 
you ca n steer a submarine, you're in.” 


You thought about it for a moment and then you 
asked, “What's the pay?” 


“Ten squillion pounds or a jar of honey,” said the 
Queen. “The choice is entirely yours.” 


Hmmm. Ten squillion pounds or a jar of honey ... 
Ten squillion pounds or a jar of honey ... It certainly 
was a difficult choice. After thinking for a moment, 
you said: 


Ip dip thrupenny bit 
You are not it 
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My words are true 
It must be YOU! 


“Tll take the money,” you said. 


“You'll take the honey?” said the Queen. “Oh, jolly 
good.” “No, I said I’ll take the money.” 


“Yes, I heard you the first time,” said the Queen. 
“You'll take the honey. Well then, that’s settled. Let’s 
begin.” 


“No no no no no!” you cried. “I said I'll take the 
money. The MONey. The ten squilli on pounds.” 


“Oh,” said the Queen, looking rather disappointed. 
“Very well. It’s a deal. Now, we'll be exploring that 
puddle there. There’s the submarine we’ll be using.” 
And she pointed to a tiny submarine at the edge of 
the puddle, about the size of a ve ry small sausage. 


“But that’s too small,” you said. “I'll never fit in 
there.” 


“Don’t worry,” said the Queen. “See that bramble 


bush there? See those blackberries on it? See that 
blackberry third from the left, near the top? Yes, 
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that’s the one. Eat that blackberry.” “But why?” you 
asked. 


“It’s a magic blackberry,” said the Queen. “It will 
shrink you.” You peered at the blackberry curiously. 


“But it looks just like all the others,” you said. “How 
do you know this one is magic?” 


“Because,” said the Queen, “I knitted it myself. Now 
hurry up and eat it. Mission starts in T minus twenty 
seconds.” 


You didn’t really know what ‘“T minus twenty sec- 
onds’ meant, but you ate the blackberry anyway and 


immediately you shrank down to bee size. 


‘Jiminy Cricket!” you said. “I’m shrunk. It was a 
magic blackberry after all.” 


The Queen and the four Boris’s flew down to join 
you at the edge of the puddle and you all boarded the 
submarine. 


“All right, close the hatch!” ordered the Queen. 


“Aye aye, Your Highness,” you said, closing the 
hatch. 
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“Now that we’re in the submarine, you should ad- 


rm” 


dress me as ‘Captain’,” said the Queen. 


“Aye aye, Your Highn ... er ... | mean Captain,” 
you said. 


After the submarine had dived down into the pud- 
dle, you looked through a porthole and you saw lots 
of strange creatures swimming about out there. The 
water was quite murky but it seemed to be very deep. 
You couldn’t see the bottom at all. 


“How deep are we, Captain?” you asked. 


“Deeper than we've ever been before,” replied the 
Queen. “Two in ches at least.” 


“And how deep is this puddle?” 


“At least six inches,” said the Queen. “But we will 
dive right down to the bottom and boldly go where no 
bee has gone before, don’t cha know.” 

So you took hold of the steering wheel and you 
pushed forward and the submarine’s nose lurched 
downwards and down down down you all went. 


“Three inches,” said the Queen. “Four inches ...” 
“Captain!” said Boris. “It’s too deep!” 
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“Captain!” said another Boris. “The pressure’s too 
much!” 


“Captain!” said another Boris. “She canna take any 
more!” 


” 


“Five inches ...” said the Queen. “Just one more 


inch, Mr Boris. 
Don’t give up now.” 


“Captain!” said another Boris. “I’ve given her all 
she’s got, an’ I canna give her no more!” 


“Six inches!” announced the Queen. “We've jolly 
well done it.” And with that, the submarine came to 
rest on the bottom of the puddle. 


“Right then,” said the Queen. “Let’s put on our 
scuba gear and go out for a swim. It’s very dark here 
at the bottom of the puddle and the pressure will be 
enormous, so expect to find some very strange crea- 
tures swimming about. Our mission is to seek out 
new life forms, creatures that nobody has ever seen 
before.” 


So you, the Queen and the four Boris’s put on your 
scuba gear. 
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You thought the bees looked very funny weari ng 
masks and flippers. 


“Ha,” said a Boris. 
“Ha ha,” said another Boris. 

“Ha ha ha,” said a third Boris, and soon all four 
Boris’s were laughing uncontrollably. “Ha ha ha ha ha 
ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha!” 

“What are you all laughing at?” you asked them. 

“You,” said a Boris. “We’ve never — ha ha ha — seen 
a human — ha ha ha — wearing scuba gear before. Oh 


my — ha ha ha — you do look funny.” 


“Enough of that,” said the Queen. “This is a serious 
mission, don’t cha know. Now, let’s get going.” 


So you all went out and swam around looking for 
new life forms, creatures you’d never seen before. 


You saw an earthworm. That wasn’t new. 
Then you saw a snail. That wasn’t new. 


Then you saw a tadpole. That wasn’t new either. 
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Suddenly you saw a strange creature with see- 
through skin and seven legs and bright blue lights 
flashing in its belly. 


“Here, Your Majesty! Over here! I’ve found a new 
life form!” you said. “Something no one has ever seen 
before.” But you didn’t have communicators, so in the 
water your voice just sounded like this: “Glug glug 
glug glug glug.” 


“Ican’t hear anything you re saying,” said the Queen. 
“Tt just sounded like ‘Glug glug glug glug glug’.” 


“Yes, I know,” you said. “It’s because we don’t 
have communicators.” (Glug glug glug glug glug glug.) 


“Oh blast it. I knew we'd forgotten something,” 
replied the Queen. ( Glug glug glug glug glug.) 


The Queen and the Boris’s swam over to you and 
they saw the new creature too. 


“Wow!” said the Queen. “That’s amazing. A crea- 
ture never before seen by anyone. I hereby name this 


creature a quantum technopoppadum. Boris, take a 
photo.” (Glug glug, glug glug glug glug.) 


“Aye aye, Captain,” said a Boris. (Glug glug, glug 
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glug.) And he took a photo of the quantum techno 
poppadum. 


FLASH went the camera bulb, and it seemed to star- 
tle the creature because all of a sudden that quantum 
techno poppadum went crazy and started attacking 
you all. 


“Quick! Back to the submarine!” ordered the Queen. 
(Glug! Glug glug glug glug glug glug!) 


You all swam as quick as you could back to the 
submarine, chased all the way by that angry quantum 
techno poppadum. 


“Close the hatch!” said the Queen. “Let’s get out of 
here. Take her away, pilot.” 


And you grabbed the controls and you steered 
that submarine back up to the surface as quick as 
you could. The submarine shot out of the puddle and 
landed on some moss and you all got out. 


“T declare this mission a success,” announced the 
Queen. “We discovered a new creature and have pho- 
tographic evidence to prove...Well done everybody. 
Let’s all go home.” 
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“Wait a minute,” you said. “You haven’t paid me 


” 


yet. 


“Oh yes. That’s right,” said the Queen. “Here you 
are then. One jar of honey, as promised.” 


You looked at that jar of honey and you thought 
there were two problems with it. Number one: you 
were still tiny and that jar was enormous, so you 
couldn't possibly lift it. And number two: it wasn’t a 
squillion pounds. 


You turned to the Queen and said, “Hang on a 
minute. You promised to pay me a squillion pounds, 
not a jar of honey.” “Are you quite sure?” asked the 
Queen. 


“Absolutely one hundred percent stonking sure,” 
you replied. 


“And besides, I’m still shrunk. I need to get back to 
my normal size.” “Oh. Well, in that case, do you see 
that daisy there? Yes, that’s the one. And do you see 
that petal? The thi rd one along. Yes, that’s right. Rub 
that petal under your chin and it will change you back 
to normal, as you were before.” 


“And then you'll pay me a squillion pounds?” you 
asked. 
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“Oh yes,” said the Queen. “Yapsolutely. I am the 
Queen after all, don’t cha know. A squillion pounds 
is nothing to me. It’s simply peanuts. A drop in the 
puddle.” 


You picked the petal from the daisy and looked at 
it suspiciously. 


“Tt just looks like a normal petal to me. Are you 
sure it’s magic?” 


“Oh, yapsolutely,” replied the Queen. “I baked it 
myself.” 


So you rubbed that petal under your chin and sud- 
denly you grew back to normal size. 


“Oh, what happened?” you said. “I feel a bit 
strange.” 


You looked around and you saw five bees buzzing 
away into the woods, and then you looked down and 
saw that jar of honey. 


“Oh, look! A jar of honey,” you said. 


And you picked it up and brought it home. 
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I bet you can’t remember doing any of those things, 
can you? That’s because the Queen Bee tricked you. 
That daisy petal changed you back to normal size but 
it also made you lose your memory and forget every- 
thing that had happened. Even though I’ve told you 
all about it, I bet you still can’t remember, can you? 


Well, in case you don’t believe me, you'll find that 
jar of honey in the kitchen, the very same jar of 
honey that you brought back from the woods today, 
which just goes to show that everything I’ve told you 
is true. 


Well, that’s the end of the story. The only thing left 
to do is to congratulate you on a mission well done and 
for discovering a new creature previously unknown to 
science: the quantum techno poppadum. 


Congratulations. 


Three cheers for you! 
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RAIN, RAIN 


"We found the perfect place to play Frisbee," Tania 
recalled. "Do you want to come and play?" 


"Sure," Papa nodded, and Mama too got up after 
packing her Kindle. 


Hopping and skipping, Tania and Sonia led the 
way to the clearing they had discovered. Tania peered 
through the pines. She was still feeling nervous about 
running into monkeys. 


Once in the clearing, Tania set her backpack down 
and took out her Frisbee. Mama looked around with 
a puzzled expression. "Where is your stone hut?" she 
asked, scanning the area. "There," Tania pointed to 
the opposite end of the clearing. 


"Ah yes, I see it." Mama smiled. "Let's go take a 
look." 


"No, let's play now," Tania insisted. 


45 


"Okay," Mama shrugged, and the four spread out 
and began to play. 


Over the last year, Tania had been getting pretty 
good at Frisbee, and she was enjoying herself. Sonia 
was still having a hard time with both catching and 
throwing, but today her performance was even worse 
than usual, for she kept getting distracted by butter- 
flies. "This one looks like a cheetah," she shouted in 
glee. "Look, it's yellow with black spots..." Wham! The 
Frisbee hit her nose. "Ouch!" she screamed, frowning 
at Tania who was in peals of laughter. 


"Pay attention, Dodo," Tania giggled helplessly at 
the fierce expression on Sonia's face. 


"Who are you calling a dodo, Scaredy Cat?" Sonia 
demanded, sticking her tongue out. In a temper, she 
flung the Frisbee in the direction of the stone hut. "I 
was paying attention when Mama asked to go there." 


"As if you weren't scared too!" Tania screeched. 
"You were hiding behind me. I saved you, you ungrate- 
ful creature. Go get the Frisbee. You threw it, you get 
it. Let's see how brave you are." Tania sneered. "Go get 
it!" Tania ordered, pointing at the distant Frisbee. 


Sonia folded her arms across her chest. "I will not!" 
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"Will too!" 
"Will not!" 


"Okay, this has all been very entertaining," Papa 
interrupted. "I hate to break up the party, but it's 
getting close to sunset. We need to get moving. Pick 
up your backpacks. Let's all go together. We'll take a 
closer look at this stone hut of yours and retrieve the 
Frisbee too." 


"Fine," Tania agreed, ungraciously. 
"Yay!" Sonia danced, as Tania looked daggers at her. 


The four of them walked to the hut. As they got 
closer, Tania anxiously scrutinized her surroundings, 
but the monkeys were nowhere to be seen. Relieved, 
her curiosity was aroused once again. She desperately 
wanted to know what was behind the carved door. 
Still apprehensive about approaching it after what 
had happened the previous time, Tania nudged Mama. 
"Mama, open the door. I want to see what's inside." 
Tania's eyes shone with excitement. 


Mama shook her head. "No, Tania, we can't do that. 
We don't know who this belongs to." 
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"Look, there is a solar panel," Sonia pointed out. 
"They taught us about these in school. They're for 
electricity." She nodded sagely. 

"Hmm... | do wonder what this is all about." Papa 
examined the solar panel. "Perhaps, it's a camping 
ground. Certainly looks suitable." Papa turned the 
corner and looked down the hill. "Yes, look, there is a 
flag pole here." 


Tania dashed over to where Papa was pointing. On 
a small circular platform stood a pole. A few feet 
away Mama noticed some half-burnt logs arranged as 
a pyramid. "It could be the remnants of a bonfire," she 
guessed. 


"But what's the hut for?" Tania asked. "Can't we 
just peek through the door? I won't touch anything, I 
promise." Tania pleaded with Papa. 


"No, Tania. We don't know what's in there or who 
it belongs to. We can't spy on other people's private 
stuff. It's wrong." Papa was firm. 


Tania sulked for a moment but smiled when he 
waved a tamarind sweet in front of her face. "Can we 
at least take a picture of the carvings?" Tania asked, 
snatching the sweet from him. 


"Absolutely," Papa nodded and took the picture. 
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Then Papa and Tania walked up to Mama and Sonia 
who were singing camping songs by the long-dead 
bonfire. "It's time to leave," Papa called out over the 
din. 


The four of them had reached the meadow where 
Papa and Mama had been resting when they were star- 
tled by a loud rumble of thunder. The sky began to 
darken, and in a minute it began to drizzle. The clouds 
looked dark and threatening, so Mama suggested they 
go back and take shelter under the extended roof of 
the stone hut until the rain passed. 


Just as they reached under the roof of the hut, 
lightning split the sky in two. A deafening boom of 
thunder followed, and then the sky exploded. Torren- 
tial rain, the likes of which they had only ever seen 
in Mumbai, poured down. The cold rain was soon ac- 
companied by marble-sized hailstones drumming on 
the tin roof of the stone hut. Tania was worried that 
the rain would drive the monkeys to seek shelter near 
the hut too, but they did not show up. 


After a quarter of an hour when the rain showed 
no signs of stopping, Mama and Papa looked worried. 
"Let's play Rummy," Mama suggested, pulling out a 
deck of cards from her backpack, but Tania could tell 
she was anxious. 
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"Cards? Here?" Sonia was puzzled. "Don't we need 
to go home? It's getting dark. Won't leopards eat us 
on the way back if we leave after sunset? Tania said 
they will." 


"T was kidding," Tania said, trying to stifle her 
own fear. She knew an unknown forest could be very 
dangerous in the dark, but there was no point in 
frightening Sonia. The girls looked at their parents 
expectantly. 


"It's true the forest is dangerous at night, but it 
will be really slippery going downhill in this rain, and 
that's not safe either." Mama bit her lip. 


Papa remained silent and thoughtful for a few min- 
utes. "Let's see when the rain stops and then decide 
what to do next," he suggested. "There's no point in 
worrying, so until then, let's watch the rain and play 
Rummy. It's beautiful, isn't it?" 


Tania nodded, and Mama smiled as she shuffled 


the cards, but Sonia did not seem to agree. She sang 
and hummed "Rain, rain, go away," while they played. 
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ROBO'S DREAM 


In the bustling city of Circuitopia, where humans 
and robots lived side by side, there existed a small 
workshop nestled among towering skyscrapers. In this 
workshop, rows of robots diligently went about their 
tasks, their metallic bodies gleaming under the fluo- 
rescent lights. Among them was a unique little robot 
named Robo. 


Robo was different from the other robots. While 
they were content with their mechanical existence, 
Robo harbored a secret desire deep within its circuits 
— it longed to be human. Each night, when the work- 
shop fell silent and the other robots powered down 
for rest mode, Robo would sit quietly by itself, gazing 
out of the window at the stars above, wondering what 
it would be like to feel the warmth of the sun on its 
metal skin. 


One evening, as Robo sat lost in thought, it over- 
heard a group of humans discussing a mysterious 
device known as the "humanizer" — a machine that 
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supposedly had the power to grant robots the ability 
to become human. Robo's circuits buzzed with excite- 
ment at the possibility. Could this be the key to ful- 
filling its deepest desire? 


Without hesitation, Robo made the bold decision 
to embark on a quest to find the humanizer. With 
determination pulsing through its circuits, Robo bid 
farewell to its fellow robots and ventured out into the 
world beyond the workshop. 


As Robo journeyed through the city, it encountered 
a myriad of challenges along the way. From navigating 
busy streets teeming with humans and other robots 
to outsmarting mischievous animals in the outskirts, 
every obstacle seemed like a test of its resolve. But 
Robo pressed on, fueled by the hope of one day be- 
coming human. 


After many days of travel, Robo finally arrived at 
the location rumored to house the humanizer — a 
hidden laboratory nestled within the heart of the city. 
With trembling antennas, Robo entered the laboratory 
and beheld the magnificent contraption before it — a 
complex machine of gears, wires, and flashing lights. 


With a mixture of excitement and trepidation, Robo 
activated the humanizer and stood back as it hummed 
to life. Lights flashed, buttons blinked, and a soft 
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whirring filled the air. And then, in a dazzling display 
of technology and magic, Robo began to transform. 


Its metal body shimmered and shifted, morph- 
ing into soft, flesh-like skin. Its joints creaked and 
stretched as they took on a more human form. And 
finally, with a burst of light, Robo opened its eyes to 
find itself staring back at the reflection of a real, live 
human. 


Overwhelmed with joy, Robo laughed and cried 
tears of happiness. It could feel the beating of its new 
heart, the rush of blood in its veins, and the flutter of 
butterflies in its stomach. It was finally human, just 
as it had always dreamed. 


But as Robo stepped outside into the bustling city, 
it soon realized that being human wasn't just about 
having a body — it was also about kindness, empathy, 
and love. And so, armed with its newfound humanity, 
Robo set out to make the world a better place. 


Robo helped elderly humans cross busy streets, 
comforted frightened animals, and even befriended 
other robots, showing them the beauty of kindness 
and compassion. And with each act of goodness, Robo 
felt its humanity grow stronger and more real. 


As days turned into weeks and weeks into months, 
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Robo's adventures continued, touching the lives of 
countless beings in Circuitopia. And though its jour- 
ney was far from over, Robo knew that as long as it 
had a heart filled with love, it would always be human 
at its core. 


And so, with a smile on its face and a twinkle in 
its eye, Robo walked off into the sunset, ready to em- 
brace whatever adventures lay ahead in its newfound 
human life, knowing that it would always be guided 
by the light of kindness and love. 
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DADDY'S HOME: A 
STORY OF FAMILY 
REUNION 


In a cozy little house at the end of a quiet street, 
lived a brother and sister named Tommy and Emily. 
They were a pair of adventurous siblings who loved 
to play games, explore the backyard, and dream up all 
sorts of exciting adventures together. But lately, their 
hearts were filled with a different kind of excitement 
— the anticipation of their dad's return home from the 
military. 


Daddy had been away for what felt like forever, 
bravely serving his country far across the ocean. 
Tommy and Emily missed him dearly, but they knew 
he was out there doing important work to keep every- 
one safe. And now, finally, the day had come for 
Daddy to come back home. 


The sun rose bright and early on the day of Daddy's 
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return, painting the sky with hues of pink and gold. 
Tommy and Emily couldn't contain their excitement 
as they bounced out of bed and rushed downstairs to 
help Mommy prepare for the big day. 


Together, they tidied up the house, hung up color- 
ful banners, and baked delicious cookies — Daddy's 
favorite treat. As they worked, they chatted eagerly 
about all the things they wanted to do with Daddy 
when he came home — play catch in the backyard, 
have a picnic at the park, and maybe even build a fort 
out of blankets and pillows. 


Finally, the moment they had been waiting for 
arrived. Mommy received a phone call from the mili- 
tary base, letting them know that Daddy's plane was 
about to land. Tommy and Emily's hearts raced with 
excitement as they hurried outside to wait on the 
front porch, clutching homemade welcome signs in 
their hands. 


Minutes felt like hours as they watched the sky, 
scanning eagerly for any sign of Daddy's plane. And 
then, just as the sun reached its highest point in the 
sky, they heard the distant roar of engines and spot- 
ted a speck on the horizon growing larger and larger. 


"It's Daddy's plane! He's coming home!" Emily 
squealed with delight, jumping up and down with joy. 
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Tommy grinned from ear to ear, his eyes shin- 
ing with excitement. "Let's wave our signs so Daddy 
knows it's us!" he exclaimed. 


With their hearts pounding in their chests, Tommy 
and Emily waved their signs frantically as the plane 
descended lower and lower, until finally, it touched 
down on the runway with a gentle thud. 


As the plane taxied towards the terminal, Tommy 
and Emily held their breath, their eyes glued to the 
door that would soon open and reveal their beloved 
Daddy. And then, with a whoosh of air and a creak 
of hinges, the door swung open, and there he was — 
Daddy, dressed in his uniform, with a smile that lit up 
the entire runway. 


"Daddy!" Tommy and Emily cried out in unison, 
tears of joy streaming down their cheeks as they raced 
towards him, their arms outstretched. 

Daddy scooped them up in a tight embrace, laugh- 
ing and crying tears of happiness as he held them 
close. "I missed you so much, my little adventurers," 
he whispered, his voice choked with emotion. 


Together, they walked back to the house, hand in 
hand, their hearts overflowing with love and gratitude. 
And as they sat down to enjoy Mommy's homemade 
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cookies, surrounded by the warmth and comfort of 
family, Tommy and Emily knew that no matter how 
far apart they may be, their love would always bring 
them back together again. 


For in the end, there's no greater adventure than 
the journey of family, and no greater joy than the 
simple moments shared with the ones we love. 


As the day turned into evening, Tommy and Emily 
sat with Daddy, eagerly listening to his stories of 
adventure and bravery during his time away. They 
laughed at his funny anecdotes and marveled at his 
tales of far-off lands. And as they talked and laughed 
together, they felt a sense of happiness and content- 
ment wash over them, knowing that their family was 
finally reunited once again. 


In the days that followed, Tommy and Emily rel- 
ished every moment spent with Daddy. They played 
games in the backyard, went on nature walks in the 
park, and even built that fort they had been dreaming 
of. And through it all, they cherished the simple joy 
of being together as a family. 


But amidst the laughter and fun, there were also mo- 
ments of quiet reflection. Daddy shared with Tommy 
and Emily the importance of his work in the mili- 
tary and the sacrifices that he and his fellow soldiers 
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had made to protect their country and keep everyone 
safe. And as they listened, Tommy and Emily felt a 
newfound sense of pride and gratitude for their brave 
daddy. 


As the weeks passed, life returned to normal in the 
little house at the end of the quiet street. But Tommy, 
Emily, and Daddy knew that their bond was stronger 
than ever before — forged in the fires of separation 
and reunited in the warmth of love. 


And as they looked forward to the future, Tommy, 
Emily, and Daddy knew that no matter what chal- 
lenges lay ahead, they would face them together, as 
a family united in love and strength. For in the end, 
there's nothing more precious than the love of family, 
and nothing more powerful than the bonds that hold 
us together. 
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RUMMY TOMMY 


When Sonia won the first round of rummy, she 
cheered up and became excited, but after losing the 
next few rounds, she scowled. "I'm hungry!" she com- 
plained. 


"Would you like some trail mix?" Mama offered. 

"No. I want to go home," Sonia screamed. 

"Sonia, didn't you carry some candy in your back- 
pack?" Tania asked. The rain was beginning to ebb. 
She hoped to distract Sonia until they could decide 


what to do. 


"Yes, I did, but Mama said I could only have it after 
dinner. So, I want dinner now," Sonia sulked. 


"Never mind, Sonia," Mama said. "You can have 


candy now. In fact, I think we'll all have some candy. 
The sugar will cheer us up." 
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"Really?" Sonia's eyes lit up, and she wasted no 
time unzipping her backpack to take out the candy. 
"What flavor do you want?" she asked, and Mama was 
delighted to see her smile. 


Mama patted Tania and thanked her for cheer- 
ing Sonia up. "You're growing up so fast," she said, 
brushing Tania's cheeks with her fingers. Just as they 
finished sucking on their candy, the rain stopped. 

"So what do we do now?" Tania asked. 


Papa looked at his watch. "It's a quarter to six," he 
pursed his lips. 


"The sun will set in about twenty minutes. Besides, 
it's been raining heavily for almost an hour. The trail 
will be treacherous," Mama observed. 


"Then why don't we just stay here?" Tania asked. 
"[ mean Papa and you were lying on the grass quite 
comfortably. We could just stay here for the night, 
couldn't we?" Tania asked, starting to feel excited. 


Mama and Papa stared at each other. The idea 
hadn't occurred to either of them. Before they could 
respond, Sonia objected. "I am hungry. I want to go 
home. Home, home, home," she shouted and began 
crying. 
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"Well, I have a pack of trail mix," Mama offered. 
"T don't like trail mix," Sonia sobbed. 


"I have a couple of granola bars. Would that be 
okay for you, Sonia?" Papa asked. 


"Okay," Sonia nodded, wiping away her tears. Papa 
handed her a granola bar, and she started chomping 
on it. 


"But what about water? My bottle is empty," Tania 
waved it sadly. 


"I still have a full bottle, since I drank some from 
yours," Mama recalled. 


"My bottle is full too," Sonia chirped, feeling better 
after a few bites of the energy-rich bar. 


"That's two liters, not bad," Papa remarked, rum- 
maging through his own bag. "My water is over, but 
wait! What have we here?" Something fell out of his 
bag and rolled a few feet down the hill, but Papa 
was too preoccupied to notice. "These should help 
too," he declared triumphantly, holding up a couple of 
oranges. "Tania, didn't you pack some oranges before 
we left?" 
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"[ did!" Tania's eyes sparkled, for it seemed like they 
were going to stay on the mountaintop after all. 


"There is one problem, though," Mama called out 
from a distance. She had wandered out of the shelter 
of the extended hut roof. "The ground is soggy, and 
without the sun, it won't have a chance to dry. We'll 
be soaking wet if we try sleeping on it." 


"Oh, oh! It seemed like such a good idea," Tania 
stuck her lip out. "What now?" 


"You can't give up so easily, Tania. Let's try to think 
of a solution," Papa tugged at his goatee. 


"Couldn't we just sleep here?" Sonia pointed to the 
wooden bench they had been sitting on. 


"Only you will fit there, Sonia," Tania laughed, "And 
even you will fall off. You know how much you roll 
around in your sleep." 


"Roll, roll, roll yourself, gently on your bed," Sonia 
began to sing. Tania and Papa rolled their eyes and 
laughed, as Mama looked around the place searching 
for something that might help them. 


That's when she chanced upon the object that had 
rolled out of Papa's backpack. Mama picked it up and 
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recognized it for what it was. "Look what I found," 
she shouted, waving it at the rest of them. The black 
cylindrical object was just six inches long, and from 
the distance in the dark, the rest could barely see it. 


Mama rushed back to the hut. "Look," she placed 
the object in Tania's hand. 


Tania gasped. "It's the two-person hammock Poonty 
sent Sonia and me when I told her we were plan- 
ning a trip to Mashobra. I have the second one in 
my backpack. How stupid of me. I have been carrying 
this every day on our hikes, and I never even thought 
about it." 


"Me too," Papa slapped his forehead. "Sonia made 
me carry the one Poonam sent her. She said it was 
making her backpack too heavy. Goodness knows 
what she has in there. It seems to be bulging quite 
a bit." 


Poonam was Papa's sister, and Tania called her 
Poonty, short for Poonam Aunty. Poonam lived in Bal- 
timore. When she heard that her favorite nieces were 
preparing for a trip to the hills, she had sent Tania and 
Sonia each a hammock for camping. Not too familiar 
with camping gear, she accidentally sent them each a 
two-person hammock. Later, she had covered up her 
mistake saying, "Your parents can use the second one. 
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After all, they won't let you go camping alone, now 
will they?" 


Tania and Sonia had been excited about the pros- 
pect of camping, but Papa and Mama had unanimously 
vetoed it. It's uncomfortable, too many bugs, it'll be 
cold, I don't know a good camping ground. Their list 
of objections had been long. Tania and Sonia figured 
it would never happen, but they had insisted on car- 
rying the hammocks with them on every hike so they 
could at least pretend they were going camping. 


"That's because I was carrying these." Sonia opened 
her backpack, and out tumbled a box of cherries, a 
stainless steel snack box, four small yellow bananas, 
two small tetra packs of milk, and a spotless white 
sheet. 


Everyone stared at her open-mouthed. "Where did 
you get these?" Mama asked, recovering from her 
astonishment. 

Papa opened the snack box and goggled at four 
brown bread tomato sandwiches. 


"I got them from Aman Bhaiya," Sonia replied. "I 
forgot all about it! Now we have enough food to camp 
here for the night. Yay!" 


Aman was the son of the caretaker at the cottage 
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Tania and her parents had rented out for a couple of 
weeks. He was thirteen, and during the summer break 
from school, he was assisting his father with his care- 
taker duties. He adored Sonia for her generous heart 
and mischievous ways. So when Sonia told him she 
wanted to pretend to go camping, he had insisted on 
packing a picnic for her. "Then when you are back, I'll 
spread out the sheet in the balcony, and we can sit 
here and eat it together," he had said, and Sonia had 
been delighted. 


"I guess we're camping after all," Papa shrugged. 


"All thanks to Tania and me, we're safe and well- 
fed," Sonia declared, and everyone burst out laughing. 
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UNDERGROUND 
ADVENTURE WITH AN 
ANNOYING RABBIT 


"You don’t look very muddy," I observed, eyeing 
Tommy skeptically. "I thought you would be very 
muddy after your underground adventure today." 


"What? You don’t remember?" I continued, seeing 
the puzzled expression on Tommy's face. "You've for- 
gotten all about it, have you? I suppose it must have 
been that poisonous gas that made you forget. Let me 
tell you what happened." 


I began recounting the tale, reliving the events of 
the day with Tommy, who listened intently. 


"T said I wanted a cup of tea," I explained, "and you 
offered to make me one because you're such a nice, 
kind person. But then you looked in the fridge and 
you found there was no milk." 
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"You sighed and looked at me and said, 'Ah, we’re 
always running out of things. But don’t worry, I know 
where milk comes from.' And off you went to the 
woods." 


Tommy chuckled as | continued, describing his 
misadventures in the woods. "The only problem was, 
when you got to the woods you realized you weren’t 
sure where milk came from after all. You couldn’t re- 
member if it grew on trees or if it was spun by milk 
worms or if it was juice from some kind of special 
milk fruit." 


"After a while, you saw a rabbit and decided to stop 
and ask it. 'Excuse me, Mr. Rabbit. Could you tell me 
where milk comes from, please?" 


"The rabbit looked at you and said, 'I’m sorry, kid. 
I'm a rabbit. Rabbits can’t talk.' And with that, it 
hopped away." 


"It seemed to you that there was something strange 
about what that rabbit said, but you couldn’t put your 


finger on it so you just carried on walking." 


"After a while, you met that rabbit again and you 
suddenly realized what was strange. 'Excuse me, Mr. 
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Rabbit. If you can’t talk, how can you tell me that you 
can’t talk?" 


"OK, OK,' said the rabbit. 'You got me, kid. You 
caught me red-handed. I admit I can talk. The prob- 
lem is, we rabbits are all French, so we don’t under- 
stand English.' And with that, the rabbit hopped away 
again." 


"Once more, it seemed to you that there was some- 
thing strange about what that rabbit had said, but 
once again you couldn’t put your finger on it so you 
just carried on walking." 


"After a while, you came to a hill, and in the side of 
that hill, there was a tunnel entrance, and next to the 
tunnel entrance, there was a sign which read:" 


"MILK MINE, DANGER. Hard hats to be worn at all 
times." 


"Next to the sign was the same rabbit you’d met 
before. It was wearing a hard hat and it was carrying 
a small bird cage and inside the cage was a canary 
and a cat." 


"You suddenly realized what was strange. 'Excuse 
me, Mr. Rabbit. If you can’t speak English, how can 
you tell me in English that you can’t speak English?" 
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"OK, kid,' the rabbit said. 'You got me. You caught 
me blue-handed this time. Now what was it you wanted 
to know? Oh yes, where does milk come from? I'll tell 
you the truth this time. Milk comes from cows." 


"Thank you,' you said, and with that, you walked 
away to look for a cow, thinking to yourself, What an 
annoying rabbit." 

"After a while, you saw a cow asleep in a tree and 
you called up to it, 'Helloooo!" 


"Huh? Whazzat? Wha’appened?' said the cow, 
startled from its sleep and almost falling from the 
branch." 


"?’m sorry to wake you up,' you called, 'but I was 
making a cup of tea and we’ve run out of milk and | 
wonder if you could spare some." 


"Milk?' said the cow. 'What makes you think I 
can give you milk? You haven’t been talking to that 
annoying rabbit have you?" 


"Well, yes, I have, actually." 


"T knew it,’ said the cow. 'You shouldn’t believe a 
word he says. He’s a stonking great liar. Next, he'll 
be telling you that cows don’t climb trees.' And with 
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that, the cow curled its tail tightly around the branch 
and went back to sleep." 


"That does it," you thought. "I’m going back to give 
that rabbit a piece of my mind." 


"So you went back to see the rabbit. 'Excuse me, 
Mr. Rabbit. You told me that milk comes from cows, 
and I went to see a cow and that cow ... Hang on a 
minute. This is a milk mine, isn’t it?" 


"No, kid,' said the rabbit. 'This is a gold mine." 


"Tt is a milk mine,’ you replied. 'Tt says so on that 
sign there, see? 'Milk Mine." 


"What sign? Oh, that sign. Ok, OK. You got me, 
kid. You caught me yellow-handed this time. You’re 
right, this is a milk mine. In fact, it’s my milk mine. 
Which means that this milk mine is mine. It’s a mine 
and it’s mine. A mine that’s mine. My mine. Now, 
what about it?" 


"Well, can I please go into your milk mine and do 
some mining to get some milk?" 


"What? Are you kidding? Mining is dangerous 
work. This isn’t the kind of work a cow can do." 
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“But, um, I’m not a cow,' you said." 


"You're not?' said the rabbit, looking very sur- 
prised. 'Well, why didn’t you tell me before? That 
changes everything. I wouldn’t have told you all those 
fibs before if ’d known you weren’t a cow.' The rabbit 
looked around and then leaned forward, speaking in 
a low voice. 'Between you and me, | don’t like cows.' 
Then the rabbit picked up a hard hat and the cage 
with the canary and the cat. 'Why, of course, you can 
come into my mine to get some milk. Here’s a hard 
hat. See, it’s got a lamp at the front. Switch it on — it’s 
dark down in that mine. OK, ready? Here we go.'" 


"You followed that rabbit into the mine, and you 
both walked along the tunnel, which had round earth 
walls and sloped gently downwards, winding left and 
right as it went." 


"What's the cage for?' you asked." 


"Hmm. You've never done any mining before, I see. 
Well, let me tell you. The most dangerous thing about 
mining is poisonous gas. You see this cat?' The rabbit 
held up the cage for you to see. 'This cat is very sen- 
sitive to poisonous gas. If there is any poisonous gas, 
the cat will detect it and give us the signal, and then 
we have to evacuate the mine immediately." 


72 


"You thought for a moment and then you asked, 
"What does ‘evacuate’ mean?" 


"Evacuate means ‘vacate, ‘scram,’ ‘skedaddle,’ 
‘scarper,’ ‘scoot,’ ‘skidoo,’ ‘clear out,’ ‘beat it,’ ‘hightail,’ 
‘vamoose,’ ‘make tracks,’ ‘bail out,’ ‘decamp,’ ‘git,’ ‘ 


head for the hills,’ ‘make like a banana and split,’ 
‘make like a tree and leave,’ ‘make like a tap and run,’ 
‘make like a guillotine and head off,’ etcetera, etcetera, 
etcetera."" 


"Oh,' you said." 


"After a while, the rabbit stopped. 'You see this 
patch of tunnel wall? See how it’s a little darker than 
the rest? Well, this might be a good place to try for 
milk. What you do is, you take this pickaxe and you 
hit it against the wall to make a hole, and if you're 
lucky, milk will come out." 


"So you took that pickaxe and you swung it as 
hard as you could against the wall. The spike went in 
deep, and when you pulled it out a spray of red liquid 


spurted out." 


"What is it?' you asked." 
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"The rabbit dipped in a paw and licked it. 'Prune 
juice. Better luck next time." 


"So you carried on walking. After a while, the tunnel 
split into two, and you took the left fork. Down down 
down you went, deeper and deeper underground." 


"How about here?' you asked. 'There’s another 
dark patch." 


"The rabbit nodded so you swung the pickaxe as 
hard as you could, and this time, a brown liquid came 
out." 

"The rabbit tasted it. 'Chocolate sauce. Better luck 
next time.' You walked further on into the mine, and 
again the tunnel split into two, and this time you took 
the right fork." 


"Hey, you said. 'The canary is lying down. Does 
that mean anything?" 


"No, that’s fine,’ said the rabbit, peering into the 
cage. 'Nothing to worry about. It’s probably just taking 
a nap. It’s the cat you have to watch out for."" 


"After a while, you came to another dark patch." 


"How about here?' you asked." 
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"The rabbit nodded so you swung the pickaxe as 
hard as you could, and this time, a white liquid came 


out 
"Ts it milk?' you asked, excitedly." 


"The rabbit tasted it and shook its head. 'Yoghurt. 
Close, but you can’t make tea with yoghurt. Trust me, 
I’ve tried. Better luck next time, kid.'" 


"Suddenly, you noticed something." 
"Hey. The cat looks sad. I think it’s crying." 


"You both peered into the cage, and you could see 
that the cat was holding the canary in its arms and 
crying loudly." 

"Jeepers creepers!' cried the rabbit. 'The cat’s cry- 
ing. That’s the signal! It means there’s poisonous gas! 
Let’s get out of here!" 


"And you both started running back up the tunnel 
as fast as you could. But there was a rock, and the 


rabbit tripped over it and crashed to the ground." 


"Agh!' it said, gripping its leg." 
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"Are you hurt?' you asked." 


"T can’t make it,' said the rabbit. 'I can’t walk. Leave 
me here. Save yourself, kid. Run!" 


"No way!' you shouted. 'I’m not leaving you!" 


"And you picked up that rabbit and ran. In one arm, 
you carried the cage with the canary and the cat; in 
the other arm, you carried the rabbit, and you ran as 
fast as the wind. Up up up, back through the tunnel, 
past the forks, past the spoons, around all the bends 
and back out into the fresh air at the entrance to the 
mine, where you collapsed on the ground, gasping for 
breath." 


"The rabbit looked at you with wide eyes. 'You 
saved me, kid! You saved my lifel'" 


"Tt was nothing,’ you gasped." 
"Nothing shmuthing,' said the rabbit. 'You’re a 
hero. A real hero. I wish I had something to give you.' 


Just then the cow appeared." 


Hello,' said the cow. 'I was looking for you. You did 
say you wanted some milk, didn’t you? Here you are." 
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"So saying, the cow handed you a carton of milk 
and then walked away into the woods." 


"The rabbit looked at the carton and looked at 
you, then back at the carton. 'You see what I mean?’ 
it said." 


"What an annoying cow,' you said." 
Exactly,’ said the rabbit." 

"You both got to your feet." 

"How is your leg?' you asked." 


"The rabbit limped around a bit. 'I'll be OK,’ it said. 
‘Nothing broken. Just a sprain."" 


"T’'m going home now,’ you said. 'I want to tell 
everyone about my amazing adventure.’ You held out 
your hand. 'Goodbye. It was nice meeting you."" 


"Goodbye, said the rabbit, shaking your hand. 
Then as you started to leave, it called to you: 'I hope 
you didn’t breathe in any gas. But if you did, don’t 
worry, you won't die. It will just make you feel a little 
dizzy and you may forget stuff."" 
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"You started off back towards home, but on the 
way you Started to feel a little dizzy. 


You fell down onto the grass and fell asleep for a 
few minutes. When you woke up, you saw that carton 
of milk on the grass in front of you." 


"Oh, look. A carton of milk." 


"And you picked it up, brought it home and made 
me a nice cup of tea." 


"| suppose you must have breathed in some of that 
poisonous gas in the milk mine, and that’s what made 
you feel dizzy and forget all about your adventure. 
However, if you were to look in the fridge, you’d find 
that very same carton of milk that you brought back 
from the woods, the milk that annoying cow gave you, 
which proves that it all definitely happened just like I 
said it did." 


"You were very brave in that tunnel today. It was 
wonderful the way you saved that rabbit. You really 
are a hero." 


"I’m very proud of you." 


"Three cheers for you. Hip hip..." 
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THE 
TWO-DIMENSIONAL 
HERO 


In the vast expanse of Flatland, where everything 
existed purely in height and width, there lived a 
curious little creature named Squidge. Squidge was a 
square-shaped being with a heart full of dreams and a 
mind teeming with curiosity. While the other inhabi- 
tants of Flatland were content with their simple lives, 
Squidge yearned for adventure beyond the confines 
of his two-dimensional world. 


One bright and sunny day, as Squidge was going 
about his usual business of exploring the geometric 
landscapes of Flatland, he stumbled upon a strange 
anomaly — a shimmering portal that seemed to twist 
and distort the very fabric of his world. Out stepped 
a towering figure, an alien creature unlike anything 
Squidge had ever seen before. 

"Hello there, little one," the creature boomed, its 
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voice echoing strangely in the flat expanse of Flat- 
land. "I come from a world beyond your wildest imag- 
ination, and I'm here to take you on an adventure." 


Squidge's heart raced with excitement. An adven- 
ture! This was exactly what he had been dreaming of. 
Without hesitation, he agreed to join the enigmatic 
creature, who introduced himself as Zorblat, on his 
journey. 


And so, Squidge found himself whisked away 
through the shimmering portal, leaving Flatland be- 
hind and venturing into the vast unknown of the three- 
dimensional universe. Everywhere he looked, there 
were strange sights and sounds — towering mountains, 
swirling galaxies, and creatures of all shapes and sizes. 


As they journeyed together, Zorblat regaled Squidge 
with tales of his own adventures across the cosmos. 
But no matter how hard Squidge tried to explain his 
own experiences in Flatland, Zorblat simply couldn't 
comprehend the concept of a two-dimensional world. 


"You mean to tell me that your world has no depth?" 
Zorblat asked, his three-dimensional mind struggling 


to grasp the concept. 


"Yes, exactly!" Squidge replied eagerly. "Everything 
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in Flatland exists only in height and width. It's hard 
to explain, but it's a magical place nonetheless." 


But try as he might, Squidge couldn't seem to 
convince Zorblat of the reality of Flatland. To Zorblat, 
it seemed like nothing more than a fantastical story 
concocted by Squidge's overactive imagination. 


Determined to prove the truth of his extraordi- 
nary tale, Squidge hatched a plan. Using his two- 
dimensional skills, he created intricate geometric 
patterns that danced and shimmered in the air, show- 
casing the unique beauty of Flatland. 


"See?" Squidge exclaimed triumphantly. "This is 
what Flatland looks like! It's real, I promise!" 


To his surprise, Zorblat's eyes widened in wonder as 
he beheld the mesmerizing display. "I... I believe you, 
Squidge," he said softly. "Your world may be different 
from mine, but it's no less incredible." 


With newfound respect for Squidge and his home in 
Flatland, Zorblat and Squidge continued their journey 
together, exploring the wonders of the universe side 
by side. And though Squidge may have been a two- 
dimensional creature in a three-dimensional world, he 
proved that even the smallest and simplest of beings 
can embark on the most extraordinary of adventures. 
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As they traveled, Squidge encountered beings from 
all corners of the universe - creatures with shapes and 
forms he could never have imagined. Each encoun- 
ter added to Squidge's growing understanding of the 
vastness and diversity of the cosmos. 


But amidst the wonders of their journey, Squidge 
couldn't shake the feeling of homesickness for Flat- 
land. He missed the simplicity of his geometric home, 
the familiar shapes and patterns that had once de- 
fined his existence. And so, one quiet evening as they 
gazed up at the stars, Squidge confided in Zorblat 
about his longing for home. 


Zorblat listened attentively, his three-dimensional 
mind grappling with the concept of homesickness. "I 
understand, Squidge," he said gently. "Home is a spe- 
cial place, no matter where or what it may be." 


Moved by Squidge's words, Zorblat decided to 
grant him a special gift - the ability to travel between 
dimensions at will. With a wave of his hand, Zorblat 
opened a portal back to Flatland, allowing Squidge to 
return home whenever he pleased. 


Overjoyed, Squidge thanked Zorblat for his gener- 
osity and bid him farewell. As he stepped through 
the portal and felt the familiar flatness of Flatland 
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beneath his feet, Squidge knew that he would always 
treasure the memories of his extraordinary adventure 
in the three-dimensional universe. 


And though he may have returned to his two- 
dimensional world, Squidge's heart was forever ex- 
panded by the wonders he had seen and the friendship 
he had found along the way. For in the end, he had 
proven that even the smallest and simplest of beings 
can embark on the most extraordinary of adventures. 
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GAME TIME 


"Hmm, | don't know how you engineered it," Mama 
narrowed her eyes, "but since you got your way with 
this, we might as well do it right." Tania laughed. 


"Actually, you know, I've never been camping. So I 
guess | was scared," Mama admitted. 


"So what's next?" Papa asked. "Should we look for 
a good place to set up camp?" 


"Yes, we need to find two pairs of sturdy trees that 
are between ten and fourteen feet apart," Tania rattled 
off, squinting at the hammock's instruction manual 
in the fading light. 


"Didn't you carry a flashlight in your pretend camp- 
ing backpack?" Papa asked. 


"T did," Tania replied, "but I want to save the battery 
for when it gets really dark. I know how to set up the 
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hammocks. It's really easy. But we need to find the 
appropriate trees." 


The family discussed the best place to look for 
trees and decided on the barrier of pines separating 
the two clearings they had already explored. It was 
the space they knew best, and that was important in 
an unfamiliar forest. Besides, having clearings on both 
sides, these pines were unlikely to host any danger- 
ous animals. Sonia pointed to a couple of tall tapering 
pines about eleven feet apart, but Mama shook her 
head. "No, Sonia. Do you see that the tree has no 
leaves at all? It's dead." 


"Does that matter? It's like a pillar, isn't it?" Tania 
asked. 


"Dead trees have weakened root systems and are 
liable to fall. It would be very dangerous to attach a 
hammock to one, especially since we don't even know 
how long it has been dead," Mama explained. 


"Oh!" Tania exclaimed in wide-eyed horror. "I don't 
want a tree to fall on us. Let's keep looking." 


Tania and Sonia now examined not just at the 
base of the trees, but also checked if they had leaves. 
Eventually, they found a suitable pair right near the 
edge of the flatter clearing. A few feet away, Papa 
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located another suitable pair, and the location seemed 
perfect for stringing up the hammocks. 


Mama and Papa wrapped the straps tightly around 
the trunks of the trees, while Sonia and Tania used 
carabiner clips to attach the hammocks to the straps. 


"That was easy," Sonia declared, as she plopped her- 
self onto one side of one hammock. Tania joined her 
on the other side, and their weight caused the edges 
of the hammock to gently curve and envelop them. 

Only their faces remained visible. "This should keep 
most of the bugs out, Mama," Tania observed, remem- 
bering one of Mama's objections to camping. "In fact, 
we might even be protected from a light drizzle. But I 
hope it doesn't rain heavily. Then we'll be soaked." 


As the last vestiges of twilight faded away and 
darkness enveloped the mountaintop, pinpricks of 
starlight began to emerge dotting the velvety black 
sky. "Look how many stars there are, Mama," Sonia 
tried to count them until they were too many for her 
to keep track. "How come we don't see so many stars 
in Mumbai?" 


"The city lights in Mumbai are too many and too 
bright. The light pollution washes out the stars, so we 
can only see a very few very bright ones," Papa ex- 
plained. "It's nice to see so many stars. I am glad the 
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clouds cleared up." He sat down on a tree stump and 
put his arms round Mama, who was perched on her 
haunches. Just then the moon became visible over 
the neighboring mountaintop. The bright white orb 
rained down a silver glow lighting up the clearing. 


Sonia's tummy began to rumble. "I'm hungry. Can 
we eat now?" she asked jumping out of the hammock. 


"Hey, watch it!" Tania shouted. "I almost fell out. 
Next time give me a warning, okay?" 


"Oh, sorry Tania. I'll be more careful next time." 
Sonia apologized as she unpacked the picnic food 
from her backpack. 


When she took out the white cloth to spread out 
as a mat, "Don't," Mama objected. "It will get wet and 
dirty. We can manage without it." Sonia shrugged and 
nodded. She opened the steel snack-box and walked 
around handing a sandwich and a banana to every- 
one. Then she parked herself on Papa's lap and began 
chomping her own sandwich. 


After eating, Papa used the scissors included in 
his Swiss Army knife to open the tetra paks of milk 
and handed them to the girls. Mama found an empty 
plastic bag in her backpack, where she put the banana 
peels. "Girls you need to put your empty milk cartons 
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in here when you're done," she called out hanging the 
bag from a low tree branch. 


"T know, Mama." Sonia responded, slurping her 
milk. "We can't dirty the pretty forest. Teacher told us 
it's bad to litter." 


After the girls finished their milk, Mama took 
out the playing cards. "How about a few rounds of 
rummy?" she asked. 


"But where do we sit? The grass is so wet, our pants 
will be soaked," Tania called out from the hammock. 


Papa looked at his watch. "It's still too early to 
sleep." He looked thoughtful, and then his eyes lit up. 
"IT remember a rocky section in the other clearing near 
one of the flowering bushes. I could see it from where 
I was lying down. We can go there and hang out until 
we're ready to sleep," he suggested. "The rocks won't 
be too wet to sit on." 


"I think we can leave the hammocks here," Mama 
said, "but we should carry the backpacks. I don't want 
to take any chances with the monkeys." 


Everyone agreed. Sonia's backpack was consider- 
ably less full after their meal, so she stuffed their 
trash bag in it. As they stepped into the thicket of 
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pines separating the two clearings, Tania took out her 
flashlight and led the way. 


When they emerged into the clearing, the rocky 
section Papa had mentioned was easy to spot, glisten- 
ing in the silver moonlight. Sonia and Tania made a 
beeline for it. "It's awesome," Tania declared, setting 
down her backpack. 


They each picked a not-too-pokey rock to sit on. 
In the middle was a flattish rock that could serve as a 
table, but it was slightly wet, so Mama hesitated to put 
the cards on it. Sonia observed Mama's predicament 
and offered a solution. She placed the steel snack- 
box on the rock. "Mama you can place the cards on 
that," she said and placed her box of cherries next to 
it. "There, now we have something to munch while 
we play." Sonia smiled, and Mama patted her back. 
"Thanks Sonia, but that's not big enough," Mama 
observed. Tania scratched behind her ears and then 
opened the snack-box. She placed it upside down, 
next to the lid. Together they were large enough. 


"Good thinking, Tania. The two of you make a good 
team of problem solvers," Papa's eyes twinkled. 


Mama dealt the cards. Once everyone had taken 
their cards, she put the remaining on the box. "We can 
use the lid for the discard pile," Mama suggested. 
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Four rounds of rummy interspersed with jokes, 
banter, and laughter were followed by some half an 
hour of guess who, at the end of which every last 
cherry was eaten. Sonia and Tania then ran around the 
clearing planting some of the seeds. "Don't plant too 
many or this won't remain a clearing," Papa warned. 


"T am planting them 12 feet apart," Sonia called 
out. "That way, in a few years, people can strap their 
hammocks to them and eat cherries while relaxing. 
Isn't that awesome?" 


"Can't think of anything more blissful," Mama 
laughed, as she picked Sonia up and swung her 
around. 


"Let me go, let me go," Sonia yowled. "Can't you 
see I'm busy?" 


"I wish you could still do that to me, Mama, but I'm 
too heavy now." Tania looked on longingly. 


So she was startled when she found herself swept 
off the ground. "I think not yet," Papa declared swing- 
ing Tania around. The four of them then walked 
around the clearing and chatted about this and that. 


When Sonia and Tania started yawning, Mama 
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decided it was time for them to go to sleep. They each 
chose a pine tree to pee behind, gulped down a few 
sips of water, and then climbed into their hammocks. 
When Mama and Papa came to kiss them goodnight, 
they were already fast asleep. 
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LILY AND THE 
GUARDIANS OF THE 
COSMOS: A TALE OF 

BRAVERY ACROSS THE 
STARS 


In the picturesque town of Willowbrook, where the 
air was always sweet with the scent of wildflowers and 
the laughter of children filled the streets, there lived a 
spirited young girl named Lily. From the moment she 
could walk, Lily's imagination soared as high as the 
birds in the sky. With bright blue eyes that sparkled 
with wonder and a heart full of bravery, she yearned 
for adventure beyond the borders of her small town. 


As Lily grew older, her thirst for adventure only 
intensified. She spent her days exploring the woods, 
climbing trees, and dreaming of far-off worlds filled 
with excitement and mystery. Little did she know, 
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her dreams were about to become reality in the most 
extraordinary way. 


One fateful night, as Lily lay awake in her cozy bed- 
room, a brilliant light suddenly filled the sky outside 
her window. Intrigued, Lily rushed to the window and 
gasped in awe as she witnessed a magnificent space- 
ship descending from the heavens. 


Out stepped a group of alien creatures, each more 
extraordinary than the last. Their scales shimmered 
in the moonlight, and their eyes glowed with intelli- 
gence and kindness. They introduced themselves as 
the Guardians of the Cosmos, sworn protectors of the 
universe against the forces of darkness. 


"We need your help, brave child," one of the aliens 
said, their voice resonating with urgency. "Our planet 
is under threat from the evil Dragon People, who seek 
to spread chaos and destruction across the galaxy. 
Only with your courage and determination can we 
hope to stop them." 


Lily's heart pounded with excitement. This was the 
adventure she had always dreamed of. Without hesi- 
tation, she agreed to join forces with the alien Guard- 
ians, determined to do whatever it took to save their 
planet and her own. 
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And so, Lily embarked on a daring journey across 
the stars, accompanied by her newfound alien friends. 
Together, they traveled to distant planets, braved 
treacherous landscapes, and encountered wonders 
beyond imagination. Along the way, Lily's bravery and 
ingenuity shone brightly, earning her the respect and 
admiration of the Guardians. 


As they journeyed through the cosmos, Lily learned 
much from her alien companions. She marveled at 
the beauty of distant galaxies, witnessed the birth 
of stars, and discovered the secrets of the universe 
hidden among the stars. 


But amidst the wonders of their journey, Lily's re- 
solve was put to the test like never before. As they 
drew closer to the lair of the evil Dragon People, she 
knew that the fate of the universe rested on her 
shoulders. With each challenge they faced, Lily stood 
tall and fearless, ready to confront whatever dangers 
lay ahead. 


In a climactic battle beneath the blazing suns of 
a distant planet, Lily and the Guardians faced off 
against the dreaded Dragon People in a struggle for 
the fate of the universe. With courage in her heart 
and determination in her eyes, Lily fought bravely 
alongside her alien companions, wielding her wits and 
strength against the forces of darkness. 
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And in the end, it was Lily's unwavering bravery 
that saved the day. With a mighty roar, the evil Dragon 
People were vanquished, their plans for destruction 
thwarted by the combined efforts of Lily and the 
Guardians of the Cosmos. 


As the dust settled and peace returned to the 
galaxy, Lily stood triumphant, her heart filled with 
pride. Though her adventure had come to an end, her 
courage would live on as a beacon of hope for all who 
dared to dream of a better tomorrow. 


Returning home to Willowbrook, Lily was hailed 
as a hero among her friends and neighbors. But deep 
down, she knew that her greatest adventure was just 
beginning. With the stars as her guide and the Guard- 
ians by her side, Lily was ready to embark on new 
journeys into the unknown, spreading light and hope 
wherever her adventures may take her. 


And as she gazed up at the twinkling night sky, she 
knew that the universe was full of wonders waiting 
to be discovered, and she would never stop dreaming 
of the next grand adventure that awaited her. For Lily 
had learned that with courage, determination, and a 
little bit of stardust, anything was possible in this vast 
and wondrous cosmos. 


95 


TOOTHPASTE AT THE 
CENTRE OF 
THE EARTH 


Wow, what an amazing day you had today! Do 
you remember that time machine and that clever slug 
you met? 


What? You don’t remember? It must be that jour- 
ney through time that made you forget. Let me tell 
you what happened. 

When you woke up this morning, you went to 
brush your teeth and guess what? You found there 
wasn’t any toothpaste. But then you thought, "Not to 
worry — I know where toothpaste comes from." And 
off you went to the woods. 


When you got to the woods, you went straight to 
the cave where the bear lives. The bear wasn’t in, but 
that didn’t matter. You went to the back of the cave 
and pushed the secret rock, and a secret door opened 
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up. You went through the secret entrance and down 
the secret steps. Then you came to the secret grotto 
with the secret elevator, and you got inside the secret 
elevator and pressed the button marked ‘Centre of 
the Earth’. 


And that elevator started going down, faster and 
faster, until suddenly it stopped, and a bell went 
‘ding’, and the door opened, and you stepped out, and 
turned left, and there, in front of you, was the Tooth- 
paste Shop at the Centre of the Earth! 

And guess what? It was closed! 


“Oh no!” you said. “I’ve come all this way and it’s 
closed. Now what am I going to do?” 


“You just missed him,” said a voice. 

“Missed who?” you asked. 

“The shopkeeper,” said the voice. “He left just five 
minutes ago. He’s gone on holiday. He won’t be back 


until next week.” 


“Next week?” you exclaimed. “I can’t wait until 
next week. I need to brush my teeth today.” 


“Run out of toothpaste, have you?” asked the voice. 
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“Yes, that’s right.” 


“Well,” said the voice, “you could always use a time 
machine to travel back five minutes into the past 
just before the shopkeeper closed up shop. Then you 
could quickly nip in and buy some toothpaste before 
he leaves.” 


“Hey! That’s a good idea,” you said. “But where can 
I find a time machine?” 


“You can use mine,” said the voice. 


You looked around and saw a slug, and next to that 
slug was something that looked like a dentist’s chair. 


“This is my time machine,” said the slug. “I made 
it myself. My name is Doctor Sebastian Slug. What’s 
your name?” 

“That information is top secret,” you said. 

“Huh?” said the slug. “I told you my name, but your 
name’s top secret, is it? That’s not fair. Right then. My 
name’s top secret too. Don’t ask me what it is because 


I’m not going to tell you. So there!” 


“Is it Doctor Sebastian Slug?” you asked. 
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“Grrr,” growled Doctor Slug. “You are an annoying 
child, do you know that?” 


“Well, you’re an annoying slug,” you said, “trying to 
fool me into believing you made a time machine.” 


“What? You think just because I’m small and slimy 
I can’t be clever and brilliant as well. Why, I’ll have you 
know I have a BA in Psychology, an MA in Cosmol- 
ogy, and a PhD in Timemachinology. And I can count 
backwards from ten to zero with my eyes closed.” 


“Go on then,” you said. 


So Doctor Slug closed his eyes and counted: “Ten, 
nine, eight, seven, five, six, four, three, one, zero.” 


“What happened to two?” you asked. 
“Two,” said Doctor Slug quickly. 


“Hmmm. Not bad,” you said. “What is that thing, 
anyway? It looks like a dentist’s chair.” 


“This,” said Doctor Slug, “is my time machine. | al- 
ready told you that. Do you always forget things so 
easily?” 


“Sometimes.” You looked more closely at the 
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dentist’s chair. “Can we really go back in time in this 
thing?” 


“Certainly,” said Doctor Slug, hopping onto the arm 
of the chair. “Climb aboard, child. Let’s go.” 


So you climbed up onto the chair, and Doctor Slug 
looked into your mouth. 


“Open wide,” he said. 
“What for?” you said. 
“So Ican check your teeth,” said Doctor Slug. 


“Hey, I thought you said this was a time machine. | 
don’t want you to check my teeth.” 


“Oh, very well,” said Doctor Slug. Then he hit 
a switch, and suddenly the time machine started 
whirring and whizzing and humming and thrumming, 
and suddenly time started going backwards. You saw 
the shopkeeper arrive backwards and open up his 
toothpaste shop. Then a customer went in and gave 
the shopkeeper a tube of toothpaste, and the shop- 
keeper gave the customer some money. 


“Wow, this is amazing,” you said. “It really is a time 
machine. You're like a slug version of Doctor Who.” 
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“Doctor Who?” asked Doctor Slug. 

“Doctor Who,” you replied. 

“Doctor Who?” asked Doctor Slug, looking puzzled. 
“Doctor Who,” you replied. 


“Doctor Who?” asked Doctor Slug, beginning to 
look annoyed. 


“Doctor ... Oh, never mind,” you said. “Hey, can we 
stop now? The shop’s open, and I want to buy some 
toothpaste.” 


“All right,” said Doctor Slug, and he hit the ‘Stop’ 
switch. Nothing happened. “Uh oh,” said Doctor Slug. 
“Tt looks like the ‘Stop’ switch is broken again.” He 
shook his head and sighed. “It’s always doing this.” 


As you watched, you saw the builders arrive and 
un-build the toothpaste shop! 


“What’s happening?” you asked. 


“We've gone back to the time before the shop was 
built,” said Doctor Slug. 
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Soon the elevator was un-built as well, and there 
was nothing left at the centre of the Earth except the 
time machine, surrounded by rock. 


“What's happening now?” you asked. 


Doctor Slug looked at some dials at the front of 
the time machine. “It’s the Second World War,” he 
announced. “Now it’s the First World War. Isn’t it 
amazing?” 


You looked at the rock walls surrounding you. They 
weren't doing anything. “Oh yes, absolutely fascinat- 
ing,” you agreed. 


“Columbus has just lost America. Now Shakespeare 
is erasing Hamlet.” 


There was a pause as the time machine continued 
to whirr and whizz and hum and thrum. 


“What's happening now?” you asked. 


Doctor Slug glanced at the dials. “Humans have 
just undiscovered fire. Now it’s the ice age. Now there 
are dinosaurs! Just think, child, you’ve travelled back 
to the time when dinosaurs roamed the earth? Aren’t 
you excited?” 
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You looked at the rock walls. They continued to do 
nothing. 


“Mmm. Yes. Very excited,” you said, trying to stifle 
a yawn. 


The time machine continued whirring and whiz- 
zing and humming and thrumming, and the noise was 
quite relaxing. You wondered if it would be rude to 
take a little nap. 


“Now fish are un-crawling out of the oceans,” 
said Doctor Slug. “Now the first life forms are un- 
appearing.” 


“Ho hum,” you said. 


Suddenly the rock walls exploded outwards, and 
the time machine was floating in space. There were 
lots of asteroids floating 

about, whizzing this way and that. 


“What happened?” you asked, suddenly wide awake. 


“We've travelled back to a time before there was a 
Planet Earth,” said Doctor Slug. “And look — the sun is 
about to disappear.” 

“But why?” you asked, as the sun really did dis- 
appear from view. 
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“Because we’ve gone back four billion years to a 
time before the sun’s birth,” said Doctor Slug. 


Then suddenly the whole universe started shrink- 
ing and dragging the time machine with it. Everything 
shrank to the size of a football, and then to the size 
of a tennis ball, and then to the size of a ping pong 
ball, and then to the size of a peanut! And everything 
was very bright, and it kept on getting smaller and 
smaller and brighter and brighter until suddenly the 
time machine’s motor came to a halt, and there was 
an eerie silence. 


“What happened?” you asked the doctor. “Where 
are we?” 


“We've gone back to the beginning of time, when 
the universe was born. We are ... good grief, this really 
is remarkable ... we are actually in the centre of the 
big bang!” 


“The big what?” you asked. 
“The big bang,” said the doctor. “It’s when the uni- 
verse started. The time machine can’t go back any 


further into the past because there’s no more past to 
go back into. This is where time itself began.” 
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You looked around. It was all very bright, but after 
a while, your eyes became adjusted to the brightness, 
and you saw something. 


“What’s that?” you asked. 


You both went to take a closer look. It was a shop. 
There was a sign above the shop. It read: The Tooth- 
paste Shop at the Centre of the Big Bang. 


“Goodness me,” said Doctor Slug. “Fancy finding 
that here. What a stroke of luck.” 


“Tll say!” you replied. And you went into the shop. 
“Customer!” shouted the shopkeeper’s wife. 


“Don't be silly, dear,” said the shopkeeper, who was 
a funny-looking man with big teeth. “We never have 
customers. I told you this was a bad place to open 
a toothpaste shop.” Then he saw you. “Well I'll be!” 
he said. “It’s true. An actual real live customer if you 
please. What can I do for you?” 


“Td like chicken-fried rice, please,” you said. 


“Im sorry,” said the shopkeeper. “We don’t serve 
chicken-fried rice. This is the Toothpaste Shop at the 
Centre of the Big Bang. We only sell toothpaste here. 
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If you want chicken-fried rice, you could try the Chi- 
nese Takeaway at the End of the Universe.” 


“Oh that’s all right,” you said. “I was only joking. 
What I really want is a tube of toothpaste, and I’ve 
come a very long way to get it.” You paid for the 
toothpaste and put it into your pocket, and then you 
went back to the time machine. Doctor Slug hit the 
‘forward’ switch, and the time machine whizzed and 
whirred and hummed and thrummed and started on 
its long journey back to the future. 


“It’s a shame that we won’t remember any of this,” 
said Doctor Slug. 


“Why not?” you asked. 


“Because we’re going back along the same time 
line we came from. Everything we remember from our 
journey here, we’re going to un-remember as we travel 
back. For example, we've already forgotten about 
the Toothpaste Shop at the Centre of the Big Bang, 
haven’t we?” 


‘Jiminy Cricket!” you said. “You're right. I’ve com- 


pletely forgotten all about that funny-looking shop- 
keeper.” 
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“You mean the one with the big teeth?” asked 
Doctor Slug. 


“Yes,” you answered. 


“Me too,” said Doctor Slug. “I’ve completely forgot- 
ten all about him.” 


After a while, the sun formed, and the Earth 
formed, and life formed in the oceans, and as each 
event happened, the memories you’d made as you’d 
travelled into the past were un-made as you travelled 
back into the future, and you completely forgot you’d 
ever seen any of those things. 


Eventually, you arrived back at the centre of the 
Earth, and you got out of the time machine, and 
there was the Toothpaste Shop with a ‘closed’ sign on 
the door. 


“Oh rats, it’s closed,” you said. 


“Hey,” said a voice. “Why don’t we use my time ma- 
chine to go back in time and buy some toothpaste?” 


You looked round to see a slug sitting on what 
looked like some kind of dentist’s chair. 
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“Don’t be ridiculous,” you said. “Time machines 
aren't real, and slugs can’t talk.” 


You went up in the elevator, through the secret 
grotto and out the bear’s cave, and headed for home. 


You felt sad as you walked home, as if you'd lost 
something precious. 


You thought to yourself: I don’t know why I feel so 
sad. Maybe it’s because everyone will be disappointed 
when I get home without any toothpaste. 


But just then you put your hands into your pockets 
and felt something, and you pulled it out. 

“Hooray!” you shouted. “I found a tube of tooth- 
paste!” And you ran all the way home feeling very 


happy. 


And that’s what happened. It’s a shame that you 
can’t remember any of it because of the time reversal 
dual polarity un-remembering quantumization effect, 
but never mind. At least you got the toothpaste so we 
can all brush our teeth and keep them nice and clean. 


And if you don’t believe me, you'll find that tube of 
toothpaste in the bathroom, the very same tube you 
brought back all the way from the centre of the big 
bang at the beginning of time. 
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What an adventure! And what a great, time- 
traveling, secret-elevator-operating, big-bang-visiting, 
toothpaste-finding kid you are. 


Three cheers for you. Hip hip ... 
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A HAUNTED HUT 


A monkey family had chased Tania to the edge of a 
cliff. Tania shouted out for help, but Mama, Papa, and 
Sonia were too far away, and they were fast asleep. 
Tania looked at the steep drop behind her and won- 
dered if she could chance it. She really did not want 
to be bitten by a monkey. The chances were small, 
but what if one of them had rabies? She remembered 
how she had fended off a couple of them with a 
stick earlier that day, but even as her eyes searched 
for a stick, she knew it would be no good. There were 
dozens of them, and they wouldn't be intimidated by 
a little girl waving a stick. 


Tania marveled at how quickly their numbers had 
doubled. And even more were joining the crowd. How 
were Mama and Papa sleeping through all of this? The 
monkeys were snarling, hissing, and creating such a 
racket. What did they want from her? Just then, a 
large monkey leaped off a nearby tree and landed right 
near Tania's foot. Startled, Tania screamed and took 
a step back without thinking. Down the cliff-side she 
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went, gasping and screaming. The fall seemed to last 
forever until, thud, her body made contact with the 
eround below. 


Tania stared skywards as she woke up in cold 
sweat. What was going on? Was she dead? Was this 
the afterlife? When she sat up trying to find her bear- 
ings, she saw the hammock fastened to the trees, and 
Sonia fast asleep in it. Only, Sonia was lying breadth- 
wise instead of lengthwise. "So it was all a dream," 
Tania mumbled, relieved. "Hmph, Sonia pushed me 
off the hammock, I guess. So what's new?" she grum- 
bled and used the support of her arms to push herself 
up. "Ouch," she cried out, startled by a sharp twinge 
of pain in her elbow. "Oh great! I must have banged 
it when I| hit the ground," Tania muttered, examining 
her elbow for a bruise. 


It was too dark under the trees to see clearly, but 
touching her elbow made her wince. Contemplating 
the pain getting back into the hammock would cause, 
Tania decided to delay it. "I'll just walk around for a 
few minutes until the pain subsides," she thought. As 
she recalled her dream, she laughed. "How silly of me. 
I know monkeys are diurnal. They wouldn't attack me 
at night. But somehow, I'm not very sensible when I 
dream." 


The moon was still bright in the sky, so although 
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Tania took the flashlight from her backpack, she kept 
it switched off as she strolled around the clearing 
enjoying the cool crisp night air. Having calmed down 
and feeling cheerful, she looked around and found 
herself standing in front of the stone hut. The door 
with the carvings was calling out to her. Mama and 
Papa had told her not to open it, but she was con- 
sumed by curiosity. She had to know what was inside. 
Perhaps, she could just peek through the thin space 
between the bottom of the door and the frame. Tech- 
nically, she rationalized, her parents had not forbid- 
den that. True, she had never asked, but really, what 
harm could it possibly do? It would be just a teensy- 
weensy peek. 


Tania got down on all fours and bent her head 
low. Then she turned on the flashlight. She peered 
hard through the gap, but it was really thin and she 
couldn't make anything out. Just as she was about 
to switch off the flashlight and give up, she heard a 
strange screeching sound coming from inside. Then 
she heard a clatter of falling metal objects. 


Now Tania was scared. Was someone living there? 
Would they come out and catch her? Whoever it was, 
would be quite angry that she had been peeking into 
their house in the middle of the night. If she ran to- 
wards the hammocks, she would be easily visible to 
anyone who opened the door and shone a flashlight. 
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So she hid behind a thick flowering bush a few feet 
away from the hut and waited, her heart pounding. 


Tania waited for almost five minutes, but nothing 
happened. No one emerged through the carved doors. 
With her fear subsiding, curiosity took over again. But 
this time, Tania decided to look on the other side. 
Perhaps there would be a window she could peek 
through. Why hadn't she considered that before, she 
wondered, slapping her forehead. 


Cautiously, she crept around the hill till she was 
facing the other side of the stone hut. Unfortunately, 
there was a thicket of trees in front of the hut wall 
blocking her view. So she crept closer to the hut along 
the edge of the thicket. The trees were blocking the 
moonlight, so it was very dark. Tania wondered if she 
should take out her flashlight, but thought the better 
of it. If indeed someone was in there, the flashlight 
would give her away. So she felt her way slowly in the 
dark until she bumped into something. 


A flutter of wings startled her. She muffled a 
scream as a dozen winged creatures took to the air. 
Bats, Tania realized to her horror as they took off into 
the darkness. Images of haunted houses from movies 
and books flashed before her. Fear gripped her in- 
sides, but it only made her more determined. 
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"There are no such things as haunted houses," she 
whispered firmly to herself. Now, she had to know 
what was in there. She wouldn't give in to irrational 
fear. 


As Tania groped around in the dark, she realized 
the object she had bumped into was a ladder. She 
followed the rungs with her eyes and noticed that it 
led to an attic window. Conveniently placed, her mind 
suggested, just like in a horror movie. 

"I'm not scared," Tania hissed through gritted teeth 
and began climbing the ladder with renewed determi- 
nation. 


Tania looked through the cracked window pane. 
Even with the moon shining, it was too dark for her to 
see anything. She decided to shine her flashlight for 
just a couple 


of seconds for a quick glance. The dusty wooden 
floor of the attic was cluttered with sticks, rocks, 
ropes, and chains. And then she saw it. Advancing 
towards her, a rotting terrible face. The flashlight fell 
from her hand. "Taaaniiiaaa," she heard her name wail- 
ing through the wind, just as the moon slid behind a 
cloud, making it pitch dark. 


Tania rushed down the ladder in fright and yelped, 
as a splinter embedded itself into her finger. Whatever 
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was up there, a corpse or zombie, was terrifying. Oh 
why had she looked? Panicking she hurried down the 
last few rungs of the ladder, howling in agony when 
her injured elbow bumped into a tree branch. Her foot 
had scarcely touched the ground, when something 
clasped her wrist. As she turned around, the moon 
peeked out from behind the cloud, revealing a ghostly 
figure in white. Tania screamed and screamed, unable 
to stop. Her eyes bulged in fear, but the clasping figure 
held on tighter than ever. "Taaaniiiaaa," the wailing 
sound grew louder in the wind, and Tania fainted. 
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THE SPECIALIST 
FROM ANOTHER 
WORLD 


Once upon a time, in the charming town of Willow- 
brook, nestled amidst rolling hills and ancient forests, 
lived two spirited young girls named Samantha and 
Deanna. They were not just friends; they were kindred 
spirits, bound by a love for adventure and a thirst 
for discovery. Together, they roamed the cobblestone 
streets, chased fireflies in the twilight, and shared 
secrets under the whispering willows. 


But as the days grew shorter and the nights darker, 
a shadow fell over their idyllic town. Strange whispers 
echoed through the streets, and eerie shadows danced 
upon the walls. It was as if an unseen presence lurked 
in the darkness, watching their every move with ma- 
levolent intent. 


At first, Samantha and Deanna brushed off their 
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fears, chalking them up to overactive imaginations. 
But as the whispers grew louder and the shadows grew 
bolder, they knew something sinister was afoot. The 
townsfolk whispered of the Shadow Man, an ancient 
entity said to feed on the fears of the innocent. 


Terrified, the girls sought solace in the safety of 
their homes, but even there, they were not spared 
from the creeping darkness. Every night, the shad- 
owy figure of the Shadow Man loomed outside their 
windows, his sinister whispers sending shivers down 
their spines. 


Desperate for help, Samantha and Deanna turned 
to their parents, hoping for comfort and protection. 
But to their dismay, their pleas fell on deaf ears. 
Their parents dismissed their fears as childish fanta- 
sies, refusing to acknowledge the looming threat that 
plagued their town. 


However, their parents did share a whispered se- 
cret with them — the legend of the Specialist of the 
Strange. A mysterious figure rumored to possess ex- 
traordinary powers and a deep understanding of the 
supernatural, he was said to be the last hope against 
the encroaching darkness. 


Determined to confront the Shadow Man and rid 
their town of his malevolent presence, Samantha and 
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Deanna embarked on a quest to find the elusive Spe- 
cialist. Armed with nothing but their courage and a 
sense of purpose, they ventured into the heart of the 
ancient forest, where secrets long forgotten whispered 
in the wind. 


Through moonlit glades and shadowy groves, they 
journeyed deeper into the heart of the forest, guided 
by the faint glimmer of hope that burned within their 
hearts. And at last, as the moon hung high in the mid- 
night sky, they stumbled upon a clearing bathed in 
ethereal light. 


There, amidst the dancing shadows and shimmer- 
ing moonbeams, stood the enigmatic figure of the 
Specialist of the Strange. His eyes glinted with a wis- 
dom far beyond his years, and his presence seemed to 
command the very elements themselves. 


With a voice like silk and eyes that seemed to 
pierce the depths of their souls, the Specialist lis- 
tened intently as Samantha and Deanna recounted 
their harrowing tale. With a solemn nod, he vowed to 
aid them in their quest to vanquish the Shadow Man 
and restore peace to their town. 


With a flick of his wrist and a whispered incan- 
tation, the Specialist conjured a protective barrier 
around Samantha and Deanna, shielding them from 
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the malevolent forces that lurked in the darkness. 
Then, with a flourish of his cloak and a murmured 
spell, he summoned forth the power of the elements 
to aid them in their battle against the Shadow Man. 


The night erupted into a symphony of light and 
shadow as the Specialist and the Shadow Man clashed 
in a titanic struggle for dominance. Shadows twisted 
and writhed, while beams of light pierced through the 
darkness, banishing the evil minions of the Shadow 
Man with each flick of the Specialist's wrist. 


Samantha and Deanna watched in awe as the Spe- 
cialist fought with unparalleled skill and determina- 
tion, his every movement a testament to his mastery 
of the arcane arts. With each wave of his hand, the 
shadows retreated, and the night grew brighter with 
the promise of dawn. 


But the Shadow Man was a formidable foe, and 
he fought with a cunning born of centuries of dark- 
ness. For every beam of light the Specialist conjured, 
the Shadow Man countered with a shadowy tendril, 
threatening to engulf them in eternal darkness. 


Yet, just when it seemed all hope was lost, the 
Specialist unleashed a burst of pure energy, a beacon 
of light that pierced through the heart of the Shadow 
Man's darkness. With a deafening roar, the Shadow 
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Man was vanquished, his malevolent presence ban- 
ished from their town forever. 


As the first rays of dawn painted the sky with 
hues of pink and gold, Samantha and Deanna watched 
in awe as the Specialist bid them farewell, his form 
fading into the shadows from whence he came. But as 
he vanished from sight, strange lights flickered in the 
night sky, a silent promise from otherworldly protec- 
tors to watch over them in their time of need. 


And so, with the Specialist of the Strange as their 
guardian and the promise of otherworldly protectors, 
Samantha and Deanna returned to their town, their 
hearts filled with hope and gratitude. For though the 
shadows may still linger in the corners of their minds, 
they knew that they were no longer alone in their 
fight against the darkness. 


And as they drifted off to sleep, the soft glow of 
the moonlight casting a gentle spell of peace upon 
their dreams, Samantha and Deanna whispered a si- 
lent thank you to the Specialist of the Strange, the 
mysterious stranger who had saved them from the 
clutches of the Shadow Man. 
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CAPTAIN SLINKY 
AND THE COCKNEY 
PIRATES 


You must be very tired after your adventure today, 
what with being lost in that storm and everything else 
that happened to you. 


Oh, I forgot — you can’t remember anything about 
it because of that banana. 


Let me explain. 


I made you an egg sandwich, but when I gave it to 
you, you said, “Hang on a doggone minute. This egg 
sandwich is a bit funny. In fact, it’s more like a bread 
sandwich than an egg sandwich.” 


I said, “Yes, I’m very sorry about that, but you 
see ...” And you said, “Don’t tell me. We’ve run out 
of eggs.” 
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“That's right! How did you know?” I asked. 


‘Just a wild guess,” you said. “But don’t worry — | 
know where eggs come from.” 


And before I could say anything, you'd disappeared 
out the door and off you went to the woods. 


What you thought was that you’d find some egg- 
plants and pick some eggs, then bring them back so 
you could have an egg sandwich. Problem solved. 


But as you headed for the woods, you started 
thinking: Hmm. To tell the truth, I’ve never actually 
ever seen an eggplant in the woods. They must be 
quite rare. | wonder where I can find one. Perhaps I 
can ask one of the animals. For some reason I think a 
chicken would be the best animal to ask. So I need to 
find a chicken. 


When you got to the woods, you started looking 
for a chicken, and luckily the first animal you saw, 
standing on a bit of grass, was a chicken. 


“Excuse me, Mrs. Chicken,” you said, “I was going 
to have an egg sandwich but it didn’t have any eggs 
in it because we’ve run out of eggs and it was more 
like a bread sandwich than an egg sandwich, in fact, 
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it wasn’t really an egg sandwich at all. You could say 
it was a sandwich sandwich. So could you tell me 
where I can find an eggplant so I can pick some eggs 
and have a proper egg sandwich with actual eggs in it 
please thank you very much?” 


The chicken looked at you for a moment and then 
it said, “Mmmooooooo0.” 


“Oh. Thank you,” you said, and you started to walk 
away. But then you stopped and said, “Hang on a 
doggone minute! That’s not right! Chickens don’t say 
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moo. 


And you looked at that chicken closely and sud- 
denly you realized it wasn’t a chicken at all. It was 
some other animal wearing a chicken mask. That’s 
right — it was pretending to be a chicken! 


“Ha, you can’t fool me,” you said, and you reached 
forward and pulled off its mask and guess what it was 
really? It was a monkey! 

“You're a monkey!” you gasped. 

“That's right,” said the monkey. “But it’s OK. I’m 


not doing anything wrong. I’m just standing here on 
this bit of grass. I was just about to have my lunch.” 
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“Oh,” you said. “I thought you were a chicken. I’m 
looking for an eggplant.” 


“Well,” said the monkey, “there’s no point asking 
me. I’m not a chicken. I’m a monkey.” 


So you turned around and started to leave. But then 
you stopped and said, “Hang on a doggone minute! If 
you re a monkey, why did you say ‘moo’?” 


And you looked closely at that monkey, and you 
realized that its monkey face wasn’t a real face at all — 
it was a monkey mask! So you reached forward and 
pulled off that monkey mask and underneath ... guess 
what it was really? It was a cow! 


“You're a cow!” you said. “An annoying cow.” 


“OK, OK, you got me kid,” said the cow. “You 
caught me purple-handed. So I’m going to tell you 
what you want to know. Listen to me. You’re trying to 
find a chicken, right? That’s your plan, right? Because 
you think a chicken can tell you where you can find 
an eggplant, right? But let me tell you, you don’t pick 
eggs from an eggplant, see? Because eggs don’t grow 
on eggplants. No they don’t. Eggs come from chick- 
ens. So you need to change your plan.” 


“So what should my new plan be?” you asked. 
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“Isn't it obvious?” replied the cow. “If eggs come 
from chickens, you need to find a chicken.” 


“Oh,” you said. “Thank you very much. I'll leave 
you to carry on eating grass.” 


“Grass?” said the cow. “I’m not going to eat grass. 
I'm going to eat those bananas in that tree there.” 
And with that, the cow swung up into the tree and 
disappeared. 


So, you thought, | shouldn’t be looking for a 
chicken. That was my old plan. My new plan is ... to 
look for a chicken. 


And off you went to look for a chicken. 


But before you got very far, you heard a great crash- 
ing through the undergrowth and suddenly a pirate 
ship appeared! 


“Grab that landlubber!” you heard someone shout, 
and some pirates threw down a net and caught you 
and hauled you up onto the ship where a great big 
pirate captain with a wooden leg, a hook, and an eye 
patch, looked you up and down. 


“Cor blimey, what a funny little specimen!” said the 
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pirate captain. “My name’s Captain Slinky, and this is 
me ship, the Mudskipper. Someone stole me treasure, 
and we’re on a mission to get it back. Want to join us, 
landlubber?” 


“Well, actually, I was looking for ... ” 


Captain Slinky grabbed your hand and shook it. 
“Great,” he said. “Welcome aboard. You can be me new 
cabin boy. Or girl. Or whatever you are.” 


“What happened to your old cabin boy?” you asked. 
“A cannonball knocked orf ’is ’ead!” said a sailor. 


“That’s right — clean orf!” said another sailor. 

“e’s takin’ two weeks orf to recover,” said Captain 
Slinky. “This ’ere’s a cockney pirate ship, by the way, 
so you'll ‘ave to speak cockney while yer on board. All 
wight?” 


“Aye aye, Cap'n,” you said. “I'll do me blinkin’ best, 
innit?” 


“That's the spirit!” said Captain Slinky. “Haul anchor 


men. Set the mainsail. Let’s go an’ find me missin’ 
treasure.” 
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So the ship set sail and moved off through the 
woods, crashing through the undergrowth, flattening 
nettles and brambles as it went. 


Down below deck, the crew was playing cards and 
singing a song. The song went like this: 


Yo ho ho and a bucket of cheese 

Fifteen men on a monkey’s knees 

The Captain’s treasure, give it back now please 
Yo ho ho and a bucket of cheese 


Suddenly the lanterns hanging from the beams 
started swinging to and fro. 


“Storm’s coming!” shouted the captain. “All hands 
on deck! Trim the mainsail! Haul anchor! Heave ho! 
Hempen the halter! Jingle the jib!” Then Captain 
Slinky looked at you. “You! Cabin kid! Man the crow’s 
nest and tell us what you can see.” 


“The crow’s nest?” you said. 


“Up there!” said a sailor, pointing to the crow’s nest 
at the top of the main mast. “Quick as ye can, matey, 
or the captain’ll run ye through!” 
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So you climbed up the mast as quick as you could. 
Up and up you climbed, then upper and upper, until 
at last you reached the crow’s nest. 


“Y’er good at climbin’, in’tcha?” called Captain 
Slinky. “What d’y’see, matey?” 


The ship was rocking back and forth in the storm, 
and the crow’s nest was leaning and swinging and 
it made you feel dizzy to look down at the ground, 
lurching and reeling below you. You held on tight. 


“ITcan only see some trees, sir,” you called down. 

“You what?” cried Captain Slinky. “I can’t under- 
stand ye, matey. Speak cockney. We're cockney pi- 
rates, remember?” 

“T said, I can’t see nuffink but trees, Cap'n.” 

“That’s better,” shouted the captain. 

“ang on a blinkin’ minute!” you called. “I can see 
sumfink now. Sumfink in the trees, inn’it. It’s a black 
fing, innit. It’s got some birds in it, inn’it. Black as the 


ace of spades, they are. They’re crows, I fink. Oh, I see 
what it is now. It’s a crow’s nest.” 
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“Well, that ain’t no use, matey. Keep a lookout and 
tell us if y’see anyfink else. All wight?” 


“Aye aye, Cap’n,” you shouted. 


The wind blew and the storm raged, and the ship 
went crashing through the woods, rabbits and squir- 
rels scattering in its wake. Suddenly you saw some 
rocks ahead. 


“Rocks ahead!” you shouted, but it was too late. 
The ship crashed against the rocks and they made a 
hole in the hull and the ship stuck fast. 


“Abandon ship!” yelled the captain. “Man the life- 
boat!” 


You climbed down and got into the lifeboat with 
the rest of the crew. Captain Slinky stood at the front 
of the boat and issued orders. 


“Row men. Row fer yer lives! What d’ye see, cabin 
kid?” 


You looked out from the stern but you couldn’t see 
anything special. 


“T can’t see nuffink special, sir. Only a puddle over 
there under that tree.” 
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“Head for that puddle, men!” shouted Captain 
Slinky. 


The crew rowed hard and eventually reached the 
tree and everyone got out and stood in the puddle. 


“We're safe ‘ere men,” said Captain Slinky. “We’ll 
stay ’ere until the storm ends, then we'll row back to 
the ship an’ repair that ole in the ’ull.” 

The sailors sat down in the puddle while all around 
them the rain fell and the wind blew. After a while, 
they started playing cards and singing a song. The 
song went like this: 

Yo ho ho and a cup of blue cream 

Fifteen men on a trampoline 

The captain's treasure is a broke-down dream 


Yo ho ho and a cup of blue cream 


Captain Slinky listened to the song and he looked 
very sad. After a while he started to cry big salty tears. 


“There there, Cap'n,” said a sailor. “Don’t be sad. 
‘ere lads. Let’s all give the Cap’n a cuddle.” 


130 


And all the sailors gathered round Captain Slinky 
and gave him a big group hug. 


“Thanks maties,” said the captain. “It’s me lost 
treasure, y’see. It breaks me ’eart to fink I might never 
find ’er again.” 


“You'll find ’er, Cap’n. Don’t you worry,” said a 
sailor. 


“What is this treasure you're looking for, Captain?” 
you asked. 


“Eh?” said the captain. “I can’t unnerstan’ a word 
yer sayin’. We’re cockney pirates, remember?” 


“Oh, er, sorry,” you said. “I mean, this ’ere treasure 
wot you is lookin’ fer, Cap’n. Wot is it, exac’ly?” 


“Well,” said Captain Slinky, “y’see this ‘ere wooden 
leg, don’t cha? And y’see this ere ook, don’t cha? And 
you see this ’ere eye patch, don’t cha? Well, of course 
I ’as to ‘ave all these things to be a proper pirate cap- 
tain, in’nit? But, y’see this ’ere shoulder, don’t cha? 
Well, there’s sumfink missing on it, in’nit? And d’you 
know what that sumfink is, matey?” 


“Ts ita parrot?” you guessed. 
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“That's right, matey. A parrot is precisely what is 
missin’ on this ’ere shoulder. And a parrot is the most 
important thing of all fer a pirate captain’s shoulder 
to ’ave on it, in’nit? An’ my shoulder used to ’ave 
a parrot on it, an’ not just any ol’ parrot, mind. My 
parrot was special, better than all them other pirate 
captains’ parrots put together. She was me pride an’ 
joy, she was the apple of me eye, Polly was. And now 
I’ve gone an’ lost ’er. Lost ’er forever, I ave.” 


And with that, Captain Slinky broke down again 
and cried more great, big, salty tears. The sailors all 
gathered round and gave him another group hug. 


Just then you heard something up in the tree above 
you. It was a ‘buk buk buk’. 


“What’s that, Cap’n?” you asked, pointing to a 
branch. 


“Shiver me timbers!” cried Captain Slinky. “It’s me 
treasure, me pride and joy, it’s Polly, me missing par- 
rot! ‘ere matey, y’er a good climber, in’tcha? Climb up 
and get er fer me, will ye?” 


So you climbed up that tree and you crawled along 
that branch and you got the captain’s parrot and you 
brought it back down and gave it to him. 
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“Oh thanks, matey. Thanks a bundle!” he said, 
giving the bird a big hug and then putting it on his 
shoulder. 


All the other sailors gathered round and patted the 
captain on the back and shook his hand, congratulat- 
ing him on his good fortune, but you knew there was 
something fishy about that parrot. You’d had some 
recent experience of this kind of thing, and while 
all the sailors were congratulating the captain, you 
leaned forward and whispered to that bird. 


“Hey. I know you're not a parrot. I know you're just 
a chicken wearing a parrot mask.” 


“Buk buk!” squawked the chicken in surprise. 


“Tt’s all right. I promise not to tell. But only if you 
do me a favour.” 


“Buk buk,” agreed the chicken. 
“T want three eggs.” 
So the chicken went ‘buk’ and out came an egg, and 


you slipped it into your pocket. And the chicken went 
‘buk’ again and out came another egg, and you slipped 
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it into your other pocket. Then the chicken went ‘buk’ 
again and you caught the third egg in your hand. 


“ello?” said Captain Slinky, seeing the egg. “I ain’t 
never seen er do that before. She must ’a’ taken a 
shine to yer, matey.” 


By this time the storm was over and the captain 
ordered everyone to get into the lifeboat to row back 
to the ship. 


“Tt’s all right, Captain. I’ve got my eggs, so I’m going 
home now.” And you started walking away. 


“Look at that!” yelled the sailors. “The kid can walk 
on grass!” They looked really shocked. 


“Thanks for everything!” you called back. “Goodbye 
and good luck!” 


“Shiver me timbers!” cried Captain Slinky. “The 
kid’s gone mad! Come back ’ere matey! Get in the life- 
boat or you'll drown!” But you just carried on walking, 
heading for home. 


After a while you stopped and took the eggs out of 
your pockets and counted them. 
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“One, two, three. Great. Now we can have egg sand- 
wiches.” 


But just as you started walking off again, you heard 
a ‘mooo’ from the tree above you. You looked up and 
you thought, I bet it’s that annoying cow. 


Just then, a banana fell on your head and knocked 
you out cold. After a few minutes, you woke up and 
there in front of you lying on the grass were three 
eggs. 


“Oooh look! Eggs!” you said. “How lucky!” And 
you picked them up and brought them home, and we 
made egg sandwiches. 


I suppose you don’t remember any of this do you? 
It was that banana that fell on your head and knocked 
you out. It made you lose your memory. 


Never mind. If you look in the fridge you'll find one 
of those eggs — we haven't eaten it yet — so you can 
see that everything I’ve told you is true. 


You did a great job today helping Captain Slinky 
find his lost chicken. I think I should congratulate 
you. Let me shake your hand. 


Congratulations! Congratulations! 
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Three cheers for you. Hip hip ... 
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TOMMY'S TRIUMPH: 
EMBRACING 
DIFFERENCES AND 
SPREADING 
KINONESS 


In the picturesque town of Willowbrook, where the 
scent of wildflowers filled the air and laughter echoed 
through the streets, there lived a young boy named 
Tommy. With his bright eyes full of curiosity and a 
heart as pure as the morning dew, Tommy was beloved 
by all who knew him. His days were spent exploring 
the winding paths of the nearby forest, chasing after 
butterflies, and lending a helping hand to his neigh- 
bors whenever they needed it. 


Tommy's mother, Sarah, was a vibrant and free- 
spirited woman with a passion for dancing. She worked 
as a performer at the town's cabaret, where she en- 
chanted audiences with her graceful movements and 
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infectious energy. Sarah's love for dance knew no 
bounds, and she poured her heart and soul into every 
performance, leaving spectators mesmerized by her 
talent and charm. 


Despite the joy and warmth that filled their home, 
Tommy's world was soon clouded by the shadows of 
cruelty and prejudice. It all began one ordinary day 
when whispers started to circulate among the chil- 
dren at Tommy's school. Rumors spread like wildfire, 
reaching Tommy's ears before he even knew what was 
happening. 


"Tommy's mom is one of those dancers at the cab- 
aret," the children snickered, their words laced with 
mockery and disdain. Tommy's heart sank as he real- 
ized the implications of their cruel words. He knew 
that his mother's profession was different from what 
some might consider "normal," but he had always ad- 
mired her talent and admired her passion for dance. 


Walking home from school that day, Tommy's 
steps felt heavier than usual, burdened by the weight 
of shame and embarrassment. He couldn't bear the 
thought of facing his classmates’ ridicule and mock- 
ery the next day. But as he entered the warmth of his 
home, he found solace in his mother's loving embrace. 


"Tommy, my dear, what's troubling you?" Sarah 
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asked, her eyes filled with concern as she noticed her 
son's somber expression. 


Tears welled up in Tommy's eyes as he recounted 
the hurtful words spoken by his classmates. "They 
were making fun of you, Mom," he confessed, his 
voice barely above a whisper. "But I don't care what 
they say. I love you just the way you are." 


Sarah's heart swelled with pride and love for her 
brave little boy. She hugged him tightly, whispering 
words of comfort and encouragement. "Thank you, 
Tommy. You are my little hero," she murmured, her 
voice trembling with emotion. "Don't ever let anyone 
make you feel ashamed of who you are or where you 
come from. You are strong, kind, and beautiful, inside 
and out." 


Encouraged by his mother's words, Tommy made a 
decision that night — he would not allow the bullies' 
cruel words to define him or his family. With new- 
found determination burning in his heart, he faced the 
challenges that lay ahead with courage and resilience. 


The next day at school, Tommy was met with 
jeers and taunts from his classmates, but he refused 
to cower in fear. Instead, he stood tall and proud, 
refusing to be ashamed of his mother's profession. He 
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spoke out against the bullying, spreading a message 
of acceptance and understanding. 


Slowly but surely, Tommy's courage began to make 
a difference. His classmates started to see Sarah in 
a new light, recognizing her talent, dedication, and 
kindness. They realized that her job did not define her 
worth as a person or a mother, and they began to treat 
Tommy and his family with the respect and kindness 
they deserved. 


As time passed, the bullying subsided, replaced by 
genuine friendships and mutual respect among the 
children at school. Tommy's bravery had paved the 
way for acceptance and understanding, transforming 
the once-hostile environment into a place of love and 
compassion. 


But Tommy's journey was far from over. Inspired 
by his own experiences, he embarked on a mission to 
spread kindness and acceptance throughout the town 
of Willowbrook. With the help of his friends and 
neighbors, he organized events and activities aimed at 
promoting diversity and inclusion. 


Together, they hosted community picnics, where 
people from all walks of life came together to share 
food, laughter, and stories. They organized talent 
shows, where performers of every background and 
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ability showcased their skills and talents for all to 
see. And they launched a campaign to raise aware- 
ness about bullying and discrimination, encouraging 
people to stand up for what is right and speak out 
against injustice. 


Through their efforts, Tommy and his friends 
created a culture of acceptance and understanding 
in Willowbrook, where differences were celebrated 
rather than scorned. Their actions inspired others to 
embrace diversity and spread kindness wherever they 
went, fostering a sense of unity and belonging that 
permeated every corner of the town. 


And amidst the beauty of the rolling hills and 
blooming meadows, the spirit of compassion and un- 
derstanding thrived, illuminating the world with its 
radiant light. For in the heart of every child, there lies 
the power to change the world — one act of kindness 
at a time. 
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ABIGAIL'S STARLIGHT 
JOURNEY 


In the picturesque town of Cloverdale, nestled 
among rolling hills and lush greenery, there resided a 
young girl named Abigail. With her lively spirit and 
boundless imagination, Abigail was a beacon of light 
in her small community. Her days were filled with 
laughter and adventure, and she cherished every mo- 
ment spent exploring the wonders of her world. 


However, as Abigail grew older, she discovered that 
life was not always as enchanting as the stories she 
read in her beloved books. Like many children her age, 
Abigail attended the local school, where she hoped to 
make new friends and embark on exciting adventures. 
But fate had other plans in store for her. 


You see, Abigail was not just an ordinary girl — she 
was the star of a wildly popular movie that had cap- 
tured the hearts of audiences far and wide. From the 
moment the film premiered at the quaint local theater, 
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Abigail's life changed in ways she could scarcely have 
imagined. 


Suddenly, she found herself thrust into the blind- 
ing spotlight of fame, her face gracing billboards and 
magazine covers, her name whispered in awe by fans 
young and old. While some showered her with ad- 
oration and admiration, others looked upon her with 
envy and resentment. 


At school, Abigail's newfound celebrity status made 
her the target of jealousy and ridicule. The other 
children whispered behind her back, casting scornful 
glances and mocking her every move. They teased 
her for her success, calling her names and spreading 
rumors that tarnished her once-bright reputation. 


Abigail tried to brush off the hurtful words, but 
each taunt struck a blow to her confidence, leaving 
her feeling isolated and alone. She longed for the 
warmth of friendship and the comfort of acceptance, 
but it seemed that her starlight had cast a shadow 
over her once-bright world. 


One fateful day, as Abigail sat alone on the play- 
ground, lost in thought, she heard a soft voice beside 
her. Looking up, she saw a girl with kind eyes and a 
gentle smile standing before her. 
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"Hi, I'm Lily," the girl said, extending a hand. "I've 
seen your movie, and I think you were amazing." 


Abigail's heart swelled with gratitude as she reached 
out to shake Lily's hand. Here was someone who saw 
her for more than just her fame — someone who 
valued her for who she truly was. 


As Abigail and Lily became friends, Abigail discov- 
ered that she wasn't alone in her struggles. Lily shared 
stories of her own battles with bullies and insecuri- 
ties, and together they found strength in each other's 
company. 


With Lily by her side, Abigail faced the challenges 
at school with newfound courage. Whenever the other 
children taunted her, Lily stood up for her, speaking 
out against the cruelty and spreading kindness in its 
place. 


Slowly but surely, Abigail's classmates began to 
see her in a new light. They realized that behind the 
glitz and glamour of her movie-star status was a girl 
just like them — a girl with hopes and dreams, fears 
and flaws. 


As the days turned into weeks and the weeks 
into months, Abigail's bond with Lily grew stronger, 
anchoring her amidst the storm of scrutiny and judg- 
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ment. With Lily's unwavering support, Abigail found 
the strength to rise above the negativity and embrace 
her true self — a shining star capable of lighting up 
the world with her kindness and compassion. 


And as the sun set over the hills of Cloverdale, 
casting a golden glow upon the land, Abigail knew 
that no matter what challenges lay ahead, she would 
always have Lily by her side, guiding her through the 
darkness and into the light. 


For in the heart of every friendship lies the power 
to overcome adversity, to triumph over adversity, and 
to shine brightly together, illuminating the world with 
love and laughter. And with Lily as her loyal compan- 
ion, Abigail's starlight journey had only just begun. 
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A BROTHER'S LOVE 


Once upon a time, in the picturesque town of Wil- 
lowbrook, there lived two brothers named Evan and 
Bruce. Evan was a bright-eyed and adventurous young 
boy, while Bruce, his older brother, was known for his 
kindness and gentle spirit. Together, they shared a 
bond stronger than any force in the universe. 


But one day, as the sun dipped below the hori- 
zon, casting a warm glow over the sleepy town, Bruce 
returned home from school with a heavy heart. His 
usually cheerful demeanor was replaced by a mask of 
sadness, and Evan could sense that something was 
amiss. 


"Evan, can we talk?" Bruce asked quietly, his voice 
tinged with unease. 


Evan nodded, concern etched across his face as he 
followed Bruce to their shared bedroom. Bruce took a 
deep breath before speaking, his words tumbling out 
in a rush. 
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"L... I've been having a tough time at school," Bruce 
confessed, his voice trembling with emotion. "The 
other kids found out that I have a boyfriend named 
Colby, and they've been teasing me and calling me 
names." 


Evan's heart sank at his brother's words. He had 
always looked up to Bruce, admiring his strength and 
courage, but now he felt a surge of protectiveness 
wash over him. 


"You don't deserve to be treated like this, Bruce," 
Evan said firmly, his eyes blazing with determination. 
"We'll figure out a way to make it stop, I promise." 


As the days passed, Evan watched helplessly as 
Bruce withdrew further into himself, the weight of the 
bullying bearing down on him like a heavy cloak. Evan 
knew that he couldn't stand idly by while his brother 
suffered, so he began to brainstorm ways to help him. 


Just when Evan was beginning to feel hopeless, a 
knock sounded at the door. It was their grandfather, 
who had come to visit for the weekend. Evan's heart 
swelled with relief at the sight of his beloved grand- 
father, who had always been a source of wisdom and 
guidance. 
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Evan poured his heart out to his grandfather, tears 
streaming down his cheeks as he recounted Bruce's 
struggles. His grandfather listened attentively, his face 
lined with empathy. 


"Evan, my boy," his grandfather said gently, "some- 
times, the hardest battles we face are the ones we 
fight within ourselves. Bruce is going through a diffi- 
cult time right now, but he needs to know that he's 
not alone." 


Evan nodded, his mind racing with possibilities. He 
knew that he had to do something to lift Bruce's spir- 
its and show him that he was loved and supported. 


"Love is a powerful thing, Evan," his grandfather 
continued. "As long as Bruce and Colby are happy 
together, and there is no abuse in their relationship, 
then that is all that matters." 


Evan felt a flicker of hope ignite within him as 
he listened to his grandfather's words. Love knew no 
bounds, and he was determined to stand by Bruce's 
side, no matter what. 


Armed with his grandfather's wisdom and unwa- 
vering love, Evan set out to make a difference. He 
organized a support group at school for students who 
had been bullied, creating a safe space where they 
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could share their experiences and find solace in each 
other's company. 


With Evan's guidance and the support of their 
family, Bruce began to find the strength to stand up 
to his bullies and embrace his true self. And as the 
days turned into weeks, the tide began to turn, with 
kindness and acceptance prevailing over hate and in- 
tolerance. 


In the end, Evan learned a valuable lesson — that 
love was the greatest weapon against bigotry and 
prejudice. And as he looked at his brother, his heart 
swelled with pride, knowing that they had faced their 
struggles together and emerged stronger than ever 
before. 
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THE FUNNY SMELL 


"Hey, Tania," Sonia pinched Tania's nose shut. 


"Don't do that," Mama admonished, making her 
way up the hill, but just then Tania sputtered and 
coughed, so Sonia released her. 


"What are you doing?" Tania glowered at Sonia. 


"Waking you up, silly. Why are you sleeping here? 
Didn't you like the hammock? Or were you worried 
that it would rain?" Sonia prattled on. 


"IT was not sleeping here." Tania frowned. Then 
the terrifying memories flooded her mind. "I guess | 
fainted." She blushed. 


"Mama, Tania fainted. I fixed her." Sonia shouted. 


"What? Tania, what happened?" Mama asked, rush- 
ing over, stretching out her hand to help Tania off the 
ground. 
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"What are you doing here, Mama?" Tania squinted 
as she looked around. It was still night, but the moon 
was bright in the sky once again. 


"Looking for you, of course. Why did you leave 
the camp, Tania?" Mama sounded angry. "And what 
happened? Did you say you fainted?" Mama's tone 
changed from annoyance to concern. 


Tania took a deep breath and then told Mama all 
about her midnight adventure. "There is something 
awful there, Mama," she shuddered. "Probably a dead 
body. I should have listened to you. I'm so sorry. It's 
the most horrible thing I've ever seen. I shouldn't have 
looked through the window." 


Mama patted Tania's back and cuddled her. "Tania, 
while you shouldn't have looked in, I doubt there is 
anything remotely frightening in there, let alone a 
rotting swaying corpse. The moonlight plays tricks on 
your eyes. Let's get back to bed now, Tania. You need 
to get some sleep. We'll start back home after sunrise. 
There's still a few hours before that. But first tell me 
Sonia, how did you get here?" 


"T woke up, and Tania wasn't in the hammock. | 
looked around nearby, but she wasn't anywhere. Then 
I thought I saw someone creeping near this hut, so | 
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came here to investigate. When I got here, Tania was 
coming down the ladder, so I caught her hand, but she 
fainted." Sonia shrugged. "I thought she came here to 
sleep." 


"You mean the ghost was you?" Tania stared at 
Sonia in wide-eyed astonishment. 


"What ghost?" Sonia was confused. "I'm not a 
ghost. I'm Sonia. Don't you remember?" Sonia's eye- 
brows scrunched up as she looked at Tania, wondering 
if fainting had addled her brains. 


"The white ghost that caught my wrist." Tania grit- 
ted her teeth. 


"Oh," Sonia's eyes widened, and her lips formed a 
perfect oval. She dashed off a few feet down the hill 
and returned with a white sheet. "I was feeling cold 
so I used the sheet Aman packed for our picnic. | 
wrapped myself in it when I came looking for you." 
Sonia looked at Tania with innocent eyes. "I took it off 
and chucked it when I was trying to wake you up." 


Mama rolled her eyes, listening to the midnight 
shenanigans of the two girls. "Can we get back to 
bed now?" she complained. "I think we've had enough 
drama for one night. There's no dead bodies or ghosts, 
Tania. Come on, let's go." 
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Back in the hammock, Tania held on to Sonia 
tighter than usual. She was worried about nightmares. 
An image of the face she had seen kept popping up as 
soon as she closed her eyes. 


Tania had a restless night. She was not sorry when 
the first rays of dawn kissed the mountaintop. For a 
few minutes, she watched the sun rise with layers of 
pink and orange pushing their way into the greyish- 
blue dome. She was tired, but not the least bit sleepy. 
Eager to get home, she woke Mama and Papa up. 
Mama filled Papa in on the previous night's adventure, 
that he had peacefully snored through, while Tania 
woke Sonia up. It didn't take the family long to pack 
up their belongings. 

"Tania, do you want to see what's really there in 
that attic?" Papa asked. 


Tania hesitated. What she had seen the previous 
night terrified her. But then again, it might just be an 
optical illusion. In the light of day, things might look 
a lot better. Then maybe, she'd stop seeing that hor- 
rible face every time she closed her eyes. On the other 
hand, what if she had only seen a whiff of something 
truly sinister? Did she really want to find out? 


"How about, one of us take a look first? Then, if it's 
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okay, you can take a look too." Mama said, accurately 
reading Tania's conflicted expressions. 


The family walked over to the stone hut. "Since I 
missed all the fun last night, I'll go first." Papa winked, 
as he began scaling the ladder. 


Tania clasped her hands together and rested her 
chin on them. She bit her lips and watched Papa, 
hoping he would be okay. Her worst fears were con- 
firmed, when she heard Papa gasp. But soon after, she 
saw him throw his head back and laugh. "Come up 
here Tania. Is this what you saw?" 


Relieved and curious, Tania climbed the ladder and 
joined Papa at the top. 


She screamed, but Papa held her tight and eventu- 
ally she made sense of what she was seeing. A terrify- 
ing mask, of a bloody rotting face attached to a cloak 
swayed up to the window pane. A few seconds later, a 
monkey peeked out from behind it. 


As Tania looked around the rest of the room, she 
noticed various camping and hiking gear. There was 
a fireplace too. "Down the chimney! That's how the 
monkeys got in." Tania exclaimed. "Just like Santa!" 
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"That's not all. Look!" Papa pointed to a place in 
the middle of the room. 


Tania peered at the stuff and realized she was look- 
ing at a pile of junk like broken slippers, empty pack- 
ets of chips, a broken Frisbee, a torn mosquito net, a 
bracelet, some hats and hair clips, a scarf and some 
empty tubes of mosquito repellent. 

"What is this place, Papa?" Tania asked, puzzled. 


Papa glanced at the dusty folded up tents, tools, 
ropes, and firewood surrounding the strange assort- 
ment of junk. "Looks like it belongs to one of those 
companies that plan adventure and camping trips for 
people. Perhaps, they shut down during the two years 
of reduced tourism because of the coronavirus. Looks 
like they may be selling off this place and it's in limbo 
until then. 

"T want to see too!" Sonia called out from down. 
"What's there Tania?" 


"Take a look yourself," Tania suggested as Papa and 
she descended. 


"What's there?" Mama and Sonia asked, but "You'll 
see," was the only answer they could get. 


Brimming with curiosity, they rushed up the ladder. 
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"Arrrgh," Sonia screamed. "Oh wait! It's a monkey, and 
there's another. Ooh, it's a monkey house." 


"Tt is indeed," Mama peered around curiously, and 
soon there were several monkeys staring back at them 
through the pane. They've made their home here, the 
clever fellas." 


"Mama look at that baby. It's so tiny and cute." 
Sonia pointed. "What baby?" Tania asked, rushing up 
the ladder to join them. 


"Aww," Mama smiled. "No wonder they attacked 
you yesterday. They were trying to protect the little 
ones and their stash of stuff I guess." 


"Yes, that must be it. Then let's leave them alone 
and go. I'm so glad you convinced me to take a look. I 
feel much better now." 


"Mama, I want a baby monkey," Sonia demanded as 
they trekked back home. 


"Now Sonia, it's not nice to take a baby monkey 
away from its parents. You'll make it so sad." Papa 
explained. 


"A soft toy baby monkey, then?" Sonia looked up 
at her parents, hopefully. 
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"Sure, why not?" Mama laughed. 


"It'll be something to remember this adventure by," 
Tania added eagerly. 
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